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Abstract
Spirituality and religion are vital aspects of client identity and well-being, yet social work
professionals are often ill-equipped to address these in practice due to a lack of training. Social
work education has historically excluded spirituality and religion content. Though the first
Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) curriculum policies of the 1950s included
spirituality, this content was removed entirely in statements from the 1970s and the 1980s.
Today, the National Association of Social Work (NASW) and the CSWE support spirituality
integration in social work practice and education, recognizing spirituality and religion as factors
of client diversity. Programs have begun integrating this content into their curricula, but existing
research focuses on Master of Social Work (MSW)-level integration. Missing from the literature
are (a) the number of Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programs integrating spirituality and
religion content and (b) best practices for teaching it at the BSW level. This banded dissertation
addresses this gap with three scholarly products: a proposed conceptual framework educators can
use as a tool for teaching spirituality content across BSW core courses, a qualitative research
study exploring the degree and nature of BSW-level integration throughout the U.S., and a peerreviewed conference presentation on the proposed conceptual framework. Ultimately, the goal of
this dissertation is to increase the degree and quality of BSW-level spirituality integration in the
U.S. Only then will practitioners feel equipped to address client spirituality and religion in
practice, and only then will clients receive the holistic, culturally competent care they deserve.
Keywords: spirituality, social work education, BSW, curriculum
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Integrating Spirituality Content into BSW Curriculum:
How (and Why) We Must Pursue It
The relationship between spirituality and social work has fluctuated over time, making it
complex and difficult for social work educators to address. Social work was founded in the
context of Judeo-Christian principles and the Social Gospel Movement of the late 1800s (Barker,
2007). Many early social workers identified as Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish (Leighninger,
2000), and religious involvement in health and welfare was normative in most American cities
during that era (Cnaan et al., 1999). Catholic orders operated schools, orphanages, and hospitals,
and parishes and Protestant churches often responded first to crises, such as yellow fever
outbreaks (Oates, 1995) and overcrowded poorhouses (McCarthy, 1982). Churches and people of
faith were deeply involved in providing social services. Yet at the turn of the 20th century, social
work distanced itself from spirituality and religion—in pursuit of professionalization (Barker,
2007) and scientific respectability based on empirical research instead (Praglin, 2004).
Several forces pushed the young discipline in this direction, including Abraham Flexner’s
1915 address at the National Conference of Charities and Corrections and the demands of a
growing industrial and technological society (Hugen, 1994). Other macro-level factors, such as
passage of the Social Security Act and secularization theory, also played a part, moving
spirituality from the public to the private sector (Cnaan et al., 1999; Marty, 1980). Social work
education followed a similar path, moving away from spirituality and religion despite its
religious roots. The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) was formed in 1952, and its first
policy statements in the 1950s and 1960s included spirituality content in regards to human
growth and behavior (Kendall, 2002). However, in the CSWE Curriculum Policy Statements
from 1970 and 1984, this content was removed entirely (Canda & Furman, 2010; Russel, 1998).
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More recently, though, an interest in spirituality and religion has been renewed. During
the 1980s many authors called for a return to the profession’s historical commitment to
spirituality, and textbooks, conferences, and empirical research began to develop on spirituality
in practice (Canda et al., 2020). During the 1990s, social work students agreed that spiritual
issues were important to clients (Sheridan & Amato-van Hemert, 1999; Staral, 1999), and social
work faculty supported elective courses on spirituality and religion (Dudley & Helfgott, 1990;
Sheridan et al., 1994). In response to this growing support, the CSWE re-introduced spirituality
and religion into its 1995 educational standards on diversity (Canda & Furman, 2010; Russel,
1998). Since then, the CSWE has published two annotated bibliographies providing
comprehensive reviews on spirituality and social work literature (Canda et al., 1999, 2003), and
in 2011, the CSWE established a website with curricular resources promoting spirituality
integration in practice: the Religion and Spirituality Clearinghouse (Canda et al., 2020).
Research indicates that most modern-day social workers identify as either spiritual or
religious and that they support integrating client spirituality and religion into practice; however,
few report actually doing so—in part, due to a lack of training. In a recent national survey, 81%
of over 400 Licensed Clinical Social Workers (LCSWs) reported being moderately spiritual, and
more than half (54%) indicated that their religious beliefs lie behind their whole approach to life
(Oxhandler et al., 2018). LCSWs have also reported positive attitudes towards integrating client
spirituality and religion into practice, yet few practitioners report actually engaging in this
integration (Canda & Furman, 2010; Oxhandler et al., 2015; Sheridan, 2009). One of the most
significant predictors of spirituality integration is prior training, such as coursework or
continuing education. However, social work students, faculty, and practitioners alike have
consistently indicated a lack of spirituality training in their education (Canda & Furman, 2010;
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Derezotes & Evans, 1995; Oxhandler et al., 2015; Sheridan, 2009; Sheridan & Amoto-von
Hemert, 1999). Indeed, only 53% of LCSWs in the U.S. believe they are adequately trained to
integrate client spirituality and religion in practice (Oxhandler et al., 2015).
This is problematic since spirituality and religion play an important role in the lives of
many Americans, and increasingly individuals are asking that they be included in their mental
health treatment. Recent surveys show that 77% of Americans consider religion to be at least
somewhat important in their lives (Pew Research Center, 2015), and the majority of Americans
consider themselves to be at least moderately religious (58%) and spiritual (66%; Hodge, 2015).
In counseling, clients have often expressed a preference to include spirituality and religion and
for practitioners to initiate the conversation (Harris et al., 2016; Koenig, 2005; Stanley et al.,
2011; Tepper et al., 2001). Moreover, research suggests that spirituality and religion promote
better mental health outcomes for clients in general (Koenig et al., 2012) and the well-being of
specific populations such as older adults (Kimble, 1995; Tobin et al., 1986), Muslims (Ahmed &
Amer, 2012; Hodge, 2005), and LGBTQ+ individuals (Ginicola et al., 2017). Major accrediting
agencies, such as the Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO),
also now require practitioners to explore client spirituality (Hodge & Bushfield, 2006).
Educators have debated the merit of including spirituality and religion content in social
work curriculum. The holistic approach of the profession is the primary argument for integration.
Social work views people as bio-psycho-social-spiritual beings (Crisp, 2011), and practitioners
cannot disregard a person’s spirituality or religion without neglecting a fundamental aspect of
their humanity. Cultural competence is the second major argument. Today, the CSWE and the
National Association of Social Workers (NASW) recognize spirituality and religion as elements
of client diversity, and practitioners must recognize and appreciate them to demonstrate cultural
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competence (CSWE, 2015; NASW 2015, 2017). Conversely, separation of church and state is
the primary argument against integration. Social work faculty have expressed concern that
addressing spirituality and religion in social work curriculum violates this principle (Dudley &
Helfgott, 1990; Sheridan et al., 1994) and therefore violates the First Amendment of the
Constitution (Cnaan et al., 1999; Warner, 1993). However, this conflict only occurs when
programs sponsor or promote the practice of faith, proselytizing and attempting to convert
students (Williams & Smolak, 2007). There is no conflict when programs train students on the
role of spirituality and religion in their clients’ lives and how to work with people of faith.
Typically, social work programs integrate spirituality and religion content by infusing it
into existing courses or by developing a separate elective course dedicated to it. Each model
presents unique benefits and challenges. For example, infusing content ensures that all students
are exposed to topics (Rothman, 2009), but it also assumes that most faculty are familiar with the
content and comfortable teaching it (Dudley & Helfgott, 1990). In an elective course, students
can gain a deeper understanding of content and begin developing skills necessary for practice
(Moffatt & Oxhandler, 2018), but programs must be willing to offer such a course. Some argue
that combining both models is most effective (Murdock, 2005; Williams & Smolak, 2007).
Researchers are only just beginning to evaluate spirituality integration in social work
education, and most of the literature focuses on the Master of Social Work (MSW) level—how
many MSW programs offer electives on spirituality and religion and how those courses are being
taught. As of June 2016, 30% of MSW programs (78 of 257) offered an elective course on
spirituality and religion (Moffatt & Oxhandler, 2018), an increase from the 14% of programs (17
of 114) that offered this kind of course when Russel (1998) first evaluated spirituality and
religion in MSW training in 1995. Research suggests that MSW elective courses on spirituality
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and mindfulness training increase students’ spiritual wellness (Bethel, 2004), deepen student
awareness (Wong, 2013), and enhance student self-care and overall well-being (Gockel & Deng,
2016). However, far less is known regarding Bachelor of Social Work (BSW)-level integration.
In writing this dissertation, the author could only identify one study (a dissertation
defense) that addressed the degree of integration at the BSW level. Cousineau (2018) conducted
a qualitative study analyzing 53 syllabi from core courses in nine New England BSW programs
and found that 48% referred to spirituality and religion—but there was “little depth” to this
integration since for the majority of syllabi this content was not covered in assignments,
readings, or course calendars. General models for spirituality integration have been proposed
(Ai, 2002; Murdock, 2005b; Rothman, 2009) and spiritual pedagogies have been explored
(Larkin, 2010; Staral, 2002), but only a couple of specific teaching strategies have been offered,
giving practical instructions for addressing spirituality and religion content in the classroom
(Hunt, 2014; Sanger, 2010). Like their MSW counterparts, BSW electives have been shown to
improve students’ spiritual wellness (Bethel, 2004) and their spiritual sensitivity, an awareness of
spiritual diversity and the need for spiritual competence (Callahan & Benner, 2018). Missing
from the literature are (a) the number of BSW programs integrating spirituality and religion
content into their curricula and (b) best practices for teaching this content at the BSW level.
This banded dissertation aims to fill this gap in research by addressing the question
“What is the current nature of spirituality integration within BSW curriculum in the U.S.?” with
three scholarly products: Product One, a conceptual framework and corresponding paper,
offering a pedagogical tool for teaching spirituality content across BSW core courses; Product
Two, a qualitative research study and corresponding paper, exploring the degree and nature of
BSW-level integration in the U.S.; and Product Three, a peer-reviewed presentation on the
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conceptual framework developed in Product One. For each of these products, the researcher used
definitions constructed by Canda and Furman (1999), pioneers of spirituality integration in social
work, to operationally define the concepts of spirituality, the human attempt to find meaning and
purpose in life; religion, “an institutional community pattern of beliefs, rituals, and values
relating to spiritual concerns;” and faith, a relationship with a higher power (p. 60).
Conceptual Framework
The Ecological Model serves as the primary theoretical framework for this dissertation,
playing two major roles: (a) the holistic (bio-psycho-social-spiritual) approach of the profession
is the main argument for spirituality integration in social work practice and education and (b) the
concept of person-in-environment provides insight into the spirituality-social work relationship
and a pedagogical strategy for how it can be taught. Three sets of professional standards also
provide support for the framework, lending authority and a sense of urgency to the topic of
spirituality integration in BSW curriculum: the NASW Code of Ethics (2017), the NASW
Standards and Indicators of Cultural Competence in Social Work Practice (2015), and the
CSWE Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (2015). Together, the Ecological Model
and these standards comprise the conceptual framework for this dissertation (see Figure 1).
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for Banded Dissertation
NASW
Code of Ethics
(2017)

Ecological Model
(Holistic Approach
& Person-inEnvironment)

Spirituality
Integration
in BSW
Curriculum

NASW
Standards &
Indicators
(2015)
CSWE
Educational
Policy
(2015)
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Ecological Model
Origins of the Ecological Model can be traced back to natural science ecology, though
the model fully developed under social worker Carel Germain and theorist Alex Gitterman.
Sociologist H. W. Odum and his ecologist sons H. T. and E. P. Odum first applied ecological
theory to social problems, building off of the Darwinian concepts of evolution and adaptation
(Odum, 1953; Rotabi, 2007). Early social workers such as Jane Addams and Mary Richmond
utilized ecological concepts in their practice (Deegan, 1988; Richmond, 1917); however, Carel
Germain was the first practitioner to formally apply them to social casework in 1973,
emphasizing the ecosystem (Germain, 1973; Robbins et al., 1998). Germain recognized the
ecological perspective’s strength of treating the individual and the problem both as part of the
environment—instead of focusing solely on the person or the illness as the problem (Rotabi,
2007). She published the first comprehensive overview of the Ecological Model related to
practice with specific populations and problems in Social Work Practice: People and
Environments (1979) and later worked with Alex Gitterman in writing The Life Model of Social
Work Practice (1980), further detailing application of the model and its central concepts.
Typically, social work educators use ecological concepts such as nested systems (micro,
mezzo, and macro environments) to teach social systems (Robbins et al., 1998)—a result of
Anderson and Carter publishing their Human Behavior and the Social Environment (HBSE)
framework in 1974. Though some criticize the Ecological Model as too abstract or impractical
(Wakefield, 1996a, 1996b), it remains a core perspective in social work practice and education.
Today, HBSE content is required in social work curriculum. Recognized for its role in human
development and its importance throughout the planned change process, it is incorporated into
four of the nine core competencies outlined in the most recent CSWE standards (CSWE, 2015).

7
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The major explicit assumption of the Ecological Model is that people cannot be
understood apart from their physical and social environments, and the converse: Environments
cannot be understood apart from the people within them (Gitterman & Germain, 2008). An
implicit assumption is that people do not function in isolation. Instead, as Teater (2014)
specifies, individuals, families, groups, and communities interact with and are shaped by their
unique environments. Concepts from the Ecological Model that are most salient to this banded
dissertation and its conceptual framework include life stressors, stress, and adaptive behavior.
Life stressors are externally generated sources of stress, and stress is internally generated
feelings of anxiety, guilt, anger, or despair (Lazarus & Fokman, 1984). People use adaptive
behaviors to improve the level of fit with their environments, since positive environmental fit
results in health and growth while poor fit results in stress (Gitterman & Germain, 2008). These
assumptions and key concepts form the basis of this dissertation’s conceptual framework.
Holistic (Bio-Psycho-Social-Spiritual) Approach of the Profession
As this dissertation’s main theoretical framework, the Ecological Model plays two major
roles. First, the primary rationale for spirituality integration in BSW curriculum is the holistic
approach of the profession: Social work views people as bio-psycho-social-spiritual beings.
Spirituality is part of being human, and practitioners cannot neglect it in practice. Williams and
Smolak (2007) note that for many people faith is a part of core identity and that religious and
spiritual issues are woven into the lives of all people, regardless of their identification with a
faith tradition. Similarly, Crisp (2011) contends that promoting client well-being requires a
holistic approach that acknowledges the role of religion in clients’ lives and the contribution of
faith-based agencies to service provision. Students must be trained on matters of spirituality and
religion in order to practice holistic engagement, assessment, intervention, and evaluation.
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Person-in-Environment and the Spirituality-Social Work Relationship
Second, the relationship between spirituality and social work can be better understood
when the concept of person-in-environment is applied. Viewed through this ecological lens, the
spirituality-social work relationship becomes clearer—especially the major movements the
profession has made away from or toward spirituality and religion over time. For example,
person-in-environment can help explain why social work distanced itself from spirituality and
religion at the turn of the 20th century and why it moved back toward them in modern-day
practice and education. Both moves were adaptive behaviors the profession made in order to
decrease its stress and improve its level of fit with its environment, U.S. society. This lens can
also be used to better understand the future spirituality-social work relationship, whatever it may
look like. Product One of this banded dissertation outlines this original proposal in detail.
Professional Standards
Three sets of professional standards for social work also support spirituality integration in
BSW curriculum. These are significant since they represent the profession’s two major
organizations: the NASW, authoritative voice over social work practice, and the CSWE,
authoritative voice and accrediting body over social work education. Through these standards,
the profession clearly acknowledges spirituality and religion as elements of client diversity that
must be addressed for ethical, culturally competent practice and coursework to take place. All
social work professionals and accredited social work programs are bound by these standards.
National Association of Social Work (NASW)
The NASW promotes spirituality integration in social work practice through its Code of
Ethics (2017) and its Standards and Indicators of Cultural Competence (2015). In the Code of
Ethics, four standards mention religion explicitly (1.05c, 2.01b, 4.02, and 6.04d) and at least two
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standards mention it implicitly within the context of culture (1.05a and 1.05b). Social workers
should recognize spirituality and religion as elements of client culture, and they should seek to
understand the cultural diversity of their clients in order to demonstrate cultural competence.
They should never practice or condone discrimination based on spirituality or religion; instead,
they should work to eliminate religious discrimination and exploitation (NASW, 2017).
Likewise, spirituality and religion are mentioned explicitly in the Standards and
Indicators of Cultural Competence in Standards 1 (Ethics and Values), 2 (Self-Awareness), and
3 (Cross-Cultural Knowledge). Social workers should possess specific knowledge about spiritual
belief systems and religious traditions of the providers and clients with whom they work. They
should be aware of their own spirituality and religion, and they should demonstrate an openness
to learning about the spirituality and religion of others (NASW, 2015). Through these two sets of
professional guidelines, the NASW makes it clear: Spirituality integration is crucial for ethical
and culturally competent practice. All social work professionals are accountable to this standard.
Council on Social Work Education (CSWE)
Additionally, the CSWE promotes spirituality integration in social work education
through its Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS; 2015). Spirituality and
religion are included in Competency 2 (Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice) as factors
of client diversity. Students should be taught to recognize how diversity shapes client life
experiences, to engage clients as the experts of their own experiences, and to manage the
influence of personal bias when working with diverse clients (CSWE, 2015). Social work
programs also must provide learning environments that value and respect diversity and that are
inclusive of difference, including spirituality and religion. Through the EPAS, the CSWE makes
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it clear that spirituality integration is mandated in both the explicit and implicit curriculum of
social work programs. These standards apply to all accredited BSW programs across the U.S.
Summary of Scholarship Products
This banded dissertation addresses BSW-level spirituality integration through three
scholarly products: a proposed conceptual framework, a qualitative research study, and a peerreviewed presentation at a national conference. Each of the products is a stand-alone scholarly
work, but they are all tied together by the topic of spirituality integration in BSW curriculum.
Proposed Conceptual Framework
Because the relationship between spirituality, social work, and social work education is
complicated, it is often difficult to teach. Social work programs across the U.S. have begun
incorporating religion and spirituality content into their curricula since these topics were reintroduced into the 1995 CSWE educational policy; however emphasis has been placed on using
MSW-level elective courses. This paper aims to address this gap by proposing a model for
teaching spirituality and religion content across BSW core curriculum. The Ecological Model is
used to build a conceptual framework for understanding the spirituality-social work relationship.
Applying person-in-environment offers insight into: (a) the historic split between social work
and spirituality at the turn of the 20th century and (b) modern-day support for spirituality
integration in practice and education. Ultimately, in both instances, the profession used adaptive
behavior, changing itself to meet its environments demands and therefore improving the level of
fit with its environment. The paper outlines a detailed plan for teaching this framework,
introducing it with a classroom activity in an Introduction to Social Work class and re-enforcing
it through assignments in subsequent classes such as HBSE, practice, research, and policy. This
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product was accepted for publication with the Journal of Religion and Spirituality in Social
Work: Social Thought in September 2020 and was published online in November 2020.
Qualitative Research Study
Because social work education has historically excluded content related to spirituality
and religion, many social work professionals have reported feeling ill-equipped to address client
spirituality and religion in practice. Several studies have explored current MSW-level spirituality
integration, but very little research exists on BSW-level integration. This research paper aims to
fill this gap by presenting the findings from a qualitative study addressing the question “What are
we teaching in BSW elective courses on spirituality and social work?” The study examines
BSW-level spirituality integration by (a) exploring how many CSWE-accredited or in-candidacy
BSW programs in the U.S. offer an elective course on spirituality and religion and (b) analyzing
syllabi from these courses to determine pedagogical best practices. Results indicate that 8% of
BSW programs (43 out of 531) offer such an elective course. Interestingly, the majority of these
schools are public institutions located in the Great Lakes accreditation region of the U.S.
Thirty syllabi were collected from 44 courses, resulting in a 68% response rate. Two
types of analysis were conducted on these syllabi: (a) a frequency and percentage analysis on
required readings, assignments, and teaching methods and (b) a thematic content analysis on
course descriptions, course objectives, and course schedules with topics. Many different
textbooks and journal articles were utilized as required readings though article content focused
on spiritual assessment. Assignments emphasized personal reflection or experiential activities,
and the most commonly used teaching methods were class discussion and student presentations.
Similarly, six primary themes were identified through content analysis: Professional Practice (in
80% of syllabi), Diversity and Social Justice (in 76%), Practitioner Spirituality (70%), Generalist
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Intervention Model (68%), Religion and Spirituality (55%), and Person-in-Environment (50%)—
supporting ethical practice, cultural competence, and human diversity as framed by the NASW
and CSWE. The paper outlines how BSW programs can use these results as a guide for building
spirituality and religion content into their curriculum. This product was submitted for publication
with the Journal of Social Work Education in January 2021 and is currently under review.
Presentation at a National, Peer-Reviewed Conference
Product Three is a peer-reviewed presentation of the conceptual framework proposed in
Product One, offering insight into the spirituality-social work relationship and a strategy for
teaching spirituality and religion content across BSW courses. The intended audience is social
work practitioners, especially social work educators and program directors. This product was
accepted for presentation at the March 2020 Association of Baccalaureate Social Work Program
Directors (BPD) Annual Conference, a national, peer-reviewed conference for social work
educators; however, due to COVID-19, this conference was cancelled. The product was then
accepted for presentation at the April 2021 BPD Annual Conference, which was held online.
Discussion
This banded dissertation addresses the question “What is the current nature of spirituality
integration within BSW curriculum in the U.S.?” through three scholarly products: Product One,
a conceptual paper, offering a framework for understanding and teaching spirituality content
across BSW core courses; Product Two, a research paper, outlining the findings of a qualitative
study exploring the degree and nature of BSW-level integration in the U.S.; and Product Three, a
peer-reviewed presentation on the conceptual framework of Product One. The proposed
conceptual framework and the research study findings are noteworthy because they represent the
first of their kinds. Prior to this dissertation, the literature on spirituality integration in social
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work education focused on MSW-level integration through the use of elective courses. Few
pedagogical methods were established for teaching spirituality and religion at the BSW level,
and only one research study was identified as exploring BSW-level integration. This was a
dissertation defense limited to analyzing core courses from one geographical region in the U.S.
In contrast, the conceptual framework proposed here (Product One) offers a pedagogical tool for
teaching spirituality and religion content across BSW curriculum, and the research conducted
(Product Two) explores BSW-level integration throughout the entire U.S.—how many programs
offer elective courses on spiritualty and religion and best practices for teaching them.
Social work educators often have difficulty addressing spirituality and religion content in
the classroom due to the complexity of the spirituality-social work relationship, including how it
has fluctuated over time. The conceptual framework proposed in Product One offers insight into
this relationship—as well as a tool for teaching spirituality and religion content. Viewing the
spirituality-social work relationship through the lens of person-in-environment gives clarity,
especially to the major movements social work has made either away from or toward spirituality
and religion. The proposed framework adds to the literature on general models for spirituality
integration (Ai, 2002; Murdock, 2005b; Rothman, 2009) and spiritual pedagogies (Larkin, 2010;
Staral, 2002). Like the specific teaching strategies developed by Hunt (2014) and Sanger (2010),
the framework provides practical instructions for addressing this content in the classroom.
However, it is unique because of (a) its application of the Ecological Model, personifying the
profession of social work within U.S. society and (b) its versatility, allowing it to be used for
analyzing the spirituality-social work relationship of the past, present, and future.
Social work education has historically excluded spirituality and religion content, and as a
result many social work professionals feel ill-equipped to address client spirituality and religion

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

15

in practice. Programs have begun integrating this content into their curricula since these topics
were re-introduced into the CSWE educational standards in 1995, but most studies focus on
MSW-level integration. The research in Product Two explores BSW-level integration, offering
an important comparison in findings. For example, the degree of BSW-level integration appears
to be much less than the degree of MSW-level integration. This study found that just 8% of BSW
programs (43 out of 531) offer an elective course on spirituality and religion while Moffatt and
Oxhandler (2018) found that 30% of MSW programs (78 out of 257) offer such a course.
However, BSW and MSW-level required readings, assignments, and teaching methods appear to
be similar, and both levels of courses ask students to engage in experiential activities,
emphasizing personal reflection. This study found that 73% of BSW-level courses require
students to maintain a journal or write a paper reflecting on their own spirituality—similar to
MSW-level courses, 55% of which require the same tasks (Moffat & Oxhandler, 2018).
Product Two also contributes to the research using content analysis of syllabi as its
methodology. Several recent studies have used this method to better understand aspects of social
work curriculum, including how qualitative research (Drisko, 2008), social justice (Hong &
Hodge, 2009; Mehrotra et al., 2017; Teasley & Archuleta, 205), and group work (Sweifach,
2014, 2015) are conceptualized and taught. The study in Product Two adds to this body of
knowledge, making its unique contribution by adding spirituality to the topic areas explored.
Notably, the three most prominent themes identified through content analysis align well
with the standards for social work practice and education set by the NASW and the CSWE. The
most prominent theme, Professional Practice (Theme 1), is supported by the NASW Code of
Ethics (2017) and Standards of Cultural Competence (2015), as it emphasizes ethical practice
and cultural competence/spiritual sensitivity. Similarly, Diversity and Social Justice (Theme 2)

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

16

and Practitioner Spirituality (Theme 3) are supported by the CSWE EPAS (2015), since they
frame client spirituality and religion as factors of human diversity. Theme 2 recognizes the
relationship between spirituality and gender, age, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, and class,
and Theme 3 involves reflection and self-awareness—all of which is included in EPAS
Competency 2, Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice (CSWE, 2015).
Implications for Social Work Education
Social work educators can use the conceptual framework proposed in Product One as a
strategy for teaching spirituality and religion content across BSW core courses. The framework
could be introduced in an Introduction to Social Work course using the classroom activity and
figure outlined in Product One. It should be taught only after students have been introduced to
the history of the profession and the Ecological Model. Through this activity, instructors
facilitate class discussion on the life stressors social work has experienced and the adaptive
behaviors it has demonstrated to improve its level of fit with U.S. society, its values, and
professional expectations. Students will understand why social work moved away from
spirituality and religion at the turn of the 20th century and why it has moved back toward them in
modern-day practice and education. Additionally, the framework will provide students with the
tools they need to interpret the future relationship between spirituality and social work.
After this introduction, the framework could be reinforced in later courses using the
Product One tables that define important concepts and application methods. For example, in
HBSE courses, instructors could review diverse religions and faith traditions, overviewing how
spirituality and religion shape individuals’ growth and development, and students could be
encouraged to self-reflect on the role these topics have played in their own lives. In practice
courses, students could role play engaging spiritually diverse clients, and they could complete
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spiritual assessment tools, such as spiritual histories, genograms, and ecomaps, on instructorcreated client cases. Instructors could review how to make referrals to spiritual resources, such as
churches, synagogues, and mosques, and students could learn spiritual practices they could
incorporate into their own professional self-care. For research classes, instructors could review
relevant empirical studies on spirituality and religion and the research designs most appropriate
for studying these subjects. Lastly, in policy classes, students could learn laws and regulations
related to spirituality and religion as well as their impact on practice. Product One outlines
assignments for assessing student learning of the framework in each of these classes.
Similarly, social work programs can use the research findings in Product Two as a guide
for integrating spirituality and religion content into their BSW curricula—either by infusing it
into core courses or by developing elective courses. Programs that are just beginning the process
of spirituality integration could use the identified required readings, assignments, and teaching
methods to infuse spirituality and religion content into their core courses. For example, in HBSE
courses, class discussions could be used to discuss spiritual development, and members of
diverse faith traditions could be invited to present as guest speakers. Students could be required
to attend a spiritual or religious event, to interview a leader from a different faith tradition than
their own, or to research and give a presentation on a specific religious groups’ belief systems. In
a micro-level practice course, students could be required to read articles about integrating
practitioner spirituality into practice and using spiritual assessments with clients. Daily or weekly
journals and spiritual autobiography or personal/professional values papers could be assigned,
encouraging students to practice self-reflection, and students could practice using assessment
tools such as spiritual genograms or life maps, assessing themselves or one another.
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Programs whose core courses already integrate spirituality content could use the themes
identified through content analysis to develop an elective course on spirituality and religion.
Educators could use the six primary themes to develop course units, creating lectures around
their content and requiring the corresponding readings and assignments for each unit. For
example, Unit One in such a course could address Professional Practice (Theme 1), including the
relationship between spirituality and social work, cultural competence, and ethical issues and
decision-making. Students could read the NASW Code of Ethics and Standards and Indicators of
Cultural Competence, and they could be asked to write a paper in which they evaluate their
personal and professional values, searching for areas of alignment and/or tension. Similar units
could be created for Themes 2-6: Diversity and Social Justice, Practitioner Spirituality,
Generalist Intervention Model, Religion and Spirituality, and Person-in-Environment.
Implications for Future Research
More research is needed in order to add to the limited amount of literature addressing
spirituality integration at the BSW level. Future research could build on this banded dissertation
by (a) examining the impact of using the conceptual framework proposed in Product One or (b)
further exploring the BSW-level integration in the U.S. outlined in Product Two. Pilot studies
could explore the influence teaching the conceptual framework has on students’ understanding of
the spirituality-social work relationship. A quantitative research design could use pre and posttest surveys to assess student understanding before and after being taught the framework. A
qualitative design could utilize individual or group student interviews or focus groups, assessing
the same. These studies would evaluate whether or not the proposed framework is achieving its
aim of providing context for understanding matters of spirituality and religion in social work
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practice and education, and they would begin to provide some validity and reliability for using
the framework as a strategy for teaching this content across the BSW curriculum.
Likewise, future research could explore spirituality and religion content infused in core
courses such as HBSE, practice, research, and policy—something outside the scope of this
dissertation. Quantitative surveys could be distributed to social work faculty to learn what (and
how) content is being taught, and qualitative interviews could be conducted with social work
students to explore their experiences and how they learn this content best. Studies could also
examine BSW elective courses on spirituality and religion more in depth through distributing
quantitative surveys to faculty or conducting qualitative interviews with students to learn more
about what (and how) specific content is taught. Educators and students could share what
required readings, assignments, and/or teaching methods are most helpful in facilitating student
learning around spirituality and religion. Lastly, the impact of these elective courses could be
studied, expanding on previous research that has shown an improvement in students’ spiritual
wellness and their spiritual sensitivity as a result of taking such a BSW elective course.
Conclusion
Spirituality and religion are vital aspects of client identity and well-being. Recent surveys
show that nearly 80% of Americans consider religion to be at least somewhat important in their
lives and that the majority of Americans consider themselves to be at least moderately religious
or spiritual. Research suggests that spirituality and religion promote better mental health
outcomes for clients in general and for populations such as older adults, Muslims, and LGBTQ+
individuals specifically. Increasingly clients are expressing a preference for their spirituality to
be included in their mental health treatment, and major accrediting agencies, such as the JCAHO,
now require practitioners to explore client spirituality. Likewise, the NASW and the CSWE both
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support spirituality integration, recognizing spirituality and religion as factors of client diversity
(NASW, 2015, 2017; CSWE, 2015). Social workers must integrate client spirituality and religion
in order to: (a) practice holistically, addressing the bio-psycho-social-spiritual needs of every
individual and (b) practice cultural competence with clients of diverse spirituality and religions.
Recent surveys also indicate that most modern-day social workers support integrating
client spirituality and religion in practice, yet few report actually doing so because they do not
feel adequately trained. Indeed, one of the most significant predictors of spirituality integration is
prior training, and social work students, faculty, and practitioners alike have consistently
indicated a lack of spirituality training in their education. Likely this is because social work
education has historically excluded spirituality and religion content—an indicator of the broader
spirituality-social work relationship, which is complex and has fluctuated over time. While the
first CSWE curriculum policies of the 1950s included spirituality, this content was removed
entirely in statements from the 1970s and the 1980s. Spirituality and religion were re-introduced
in the CSWE guidelines in 1995; however, existing research focuses on MSW-level integration.
Missing from the literature are the number of BSW programs integrating spirituality and religion
content into their curricula and best practices for teaching this content at the BSW level.
This banded dissertation aims to address this gap in research by (a) proposing a
conceptual framework for understanding and teaching the spirituality-social work relationship
and (b) exploring BSW-level integration across the U.S. Social work educators can use the
conceptual framework proposed in Product One as a strategy for teaching spirituality and
religion content across BSW core courses. Likewise, social work programs can use the research
findings from Product Two as a guide for integrating spirituality and religion content in BSW
curriculum—either infusing it into core courses or developing distinct elective courses.
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Ultimately, the goal of this banded dissertation is to increase the degree and quality of BSWlevel spirituality integration. Social work students must be adequately trained on matters of
spirituality and religion so that they can effectively engage, assess, and intervene with clients.
Only then will social work practitioners feel equipped to address client spirituality and religion in
practice, and only then will clients receive the holistic, culturally competent care they deserve.
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Abstract
The relationship between spirituality, social work, and social work education is complicated and
often difficult to teach. Though social work has significant religious roots, it distanced itself at
the turn of the 20th century in pursuit of professionalism and scientific respectability. Today the
NASW and the CSWE recognize spirituality and religion as aspects of client diversity; however,
few strategies exist for integrating this content into social work curriculum. This paper offers a
conceptual framework for understanding the spirituality-social work relationship based on
person-in-environment. Educators can use this framework as a tool for integrating spirituality
content across core social work courses.
Keywords: social work, curriculum, spirituality, person-in-environment
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Intersecting Social Work Practice, Education, and Spirituality:
A Conceptual Model
The relationship between spirituality, social work, and social work education has
fluctuated over time, making it complex and difficult for social work educators to address. Social
work was founded in the context of Judeo-Christian principles and the Social Gospel Movement
of the late 1800s (Barker, 2007), and many early social service agencies and schools of social
work were developed by specific religious groups (Leighninger, 2000). Despite this history,
spirituality and religion have been excluded from contemporary social work curriculum—due in
part to the discipline’s shift towards professionalism at the turn of the 20th century (Barker, 2007)
and its desire for scientific respectability based on empirical research (Praglin, 2004). While the
first Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) curriculum policy of 1952 included spirituality,
the content was removed from later statements in the 1970s and 1980s.
Today, the CSWE and the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) recognize
religion and spirituality as elements of client diversity, and both encourage integration in practice
for social workers to demonstrate cultural competence (CSWE, 2015; NASW 2015; NASW,
2017). Social work programs across the U.S. have begun incorporating religion and spirituality
content into their curricula either by infusing the content throughout core courses or by offering a
separate elective course; however, researchers are only just beginning to evaluate these models
of integration. Only a handful of pilot studies have addressed the topic, exploring various
spiritual pedagogies (Larkin, 2010; Lee & Barrett, 2007; Sloan-Power, 2013; Staral, 2002), the
impact of elective courses (Bethel, 2004; Callahan & Benner, 2018), and the relationship
between spirituality and stress management (Gockel & Deng, 2016; Yun et al., 2019). Most of
the literature on spirituality integration focuses on the use of elective courses and Master of
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Social Work (MSW) level instruction. More strategies are needed for teaching spirituality and
religion content across core curriculum at the Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) level.
The Ecological Model is a foundational theory for social work education and practice. Its
person-in-environment concept suggests that people and their environments are dynamically
interconnected, shaping and influencing one another in real ways (Gitterman & Germain, 2008).
Per the Ecological Model, people strive to improve the relationship with their environments in
order to maintain health and avoid stress (Gitterman & Germain, 2008).
This paper uses the Ecological Model to build a conceptual framework for understanding
the relationship between spirituality, social work, and social work education. Using person-inenvironment as a lens provides insight into the historic spirituality-social work split as well as
modern-day support for integrating client spirituality and religion into practice. Recent surveys
show that 77% of Americans consider religion to be at least somewhat important in their lives
(Pew Research Center, 2015), and the majority of Americans consider themselves to be at least
moderately religious (58%) and spiritual (66%; Hodge, 2015). Moreover, social work views
people as holistic (bio-psycho-social-spiritual) beings (Crisp, 2011). Social workers cannot
disregard a person’s spirituality or religion in practice without neglecting a fundamental aspect
of that person’s being. Therefore, it is imperative that students be adequately trained in
spirituality and religion matters so they can effectively engage, assess, and intervene with clients.
Social work educators can use the framework offered in this paper as an essential tool to this end,
integrating spirituality and religion content across the BSW core curriculum.
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The Ecological Model in Social Work Practice
History and Theorists
Origins of the Ecological Model can be traced back to natural science ecology, which
predates formal use of the term ecology in social work (Germain, 1973; Golley, 1993; Odum,
1953; Tansley, 1935). Sociologist H.W. Odum and his two ecosystem ecologist sons, H.T. Odum
and E. P. Odum, made significant contributions by first applying ecological theory to social
problems and by linking general systems theory and ecology (Rotabi, 2007). Their work built
upon European traditions of ecology, including the Darwinian concepts of evolution and
adaptation. Earnest Heckel, a student of Darwin, was the first to coin the term ecology in 1866
when describing his study of organisms in their natural environment instead of in a laboratory
(Keller & Golley, 2000). These early ecological theorists laid the foundation for what would
become the Ecological Model in social work practice.
Early social workers such as Jane Addams and Mary Richmond utilized ecological
concepts in their practice (Deegan, 1988; Richmond, 1917). However, Carel Germain was the
first social worker to formally apply ecological concepts to social casework in 1973,
emphasizing the concept of ecosystem (Germain, 1973; Germain & Gitterman, 1995; Robbins et
al., 1998). Germain recognized the ecological perspective’s strength of treating the individual
and the problem both as part of the environment—instead of focusing solely on the person or the
illness as the problem (Rotabi, 2007). To the theory she added concepts such as adaptation,
environment, stress and coping, relatedness, and autonomy in her book Social Work Practice:
People and Environments (1979), the first comprehensive overview of the Ecological Model
related to practice with specific populations and problems. Germain then collaborated with
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theorist Alex Gitterman in publishing The Life Model of Social Work Practice (1980), further
detailing application of the model to social work practice.
In 1974, Ralph Anderson and Irl Carter published Human Behavior in the Social
Environment (HBSE), which, for two decades, was the most widely adopted text for social work
education on the topic of social systems (Robbins et al., 1998). Their HBSE framework is based
on nested systems (micro, mezzo, and macro environments), a hallmark concept of ecology
(Rotabi, 2007). Though some criticize the Ecological Model as too abstract or impractical for
social work (Wakefield, 1996a, 1996b), it remains a core theory within social work education
and practice. Today, HBSE content is required in social work curriculum. Recognized for its role
in human development and its importance throughout the planned change process, it is
incorporated into four of the nine core competencies outlined in the most recent CSWE standards
(CSWE, 2015). Key concepts from the Ecological Model form the basis of the conceptual
framework proposed in this paper, providing insight into the spirituality-social work relationship.
Assumptions, Key Concepts, and Proposals
The major explicit assumption of the Ecological Model is that people cannot be
understood apart from their physical and social environments, and the converse: Environments
cannot be understood apart from the people within them (Gitterman & Germain, 2008). An
implicit assumption is that people do not function in isolation. Instead, as Teater (2014)
specifies, individuals, families, groups, and communities interact with and are shaped by their
unique environments. Physical environments such as nature and buildings contribute to this
influence, but social environments such as community networks and cultural environments such
as values, norms, and beliefs also play a vital role (Teater, 2014).
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Concepts from the Ecological Model that are most salient to the spirituality-social work
relationship include life stressors, stress, and adaptive behavior. Life stressors are externally
generated and come in the form of difficult transitions, traumatic events, or environmental
pressures, but stress is internally generated and often manifests as feelings of anxiety, guilt,
anger, or despair (Lazarus & Fokman, 1984). Adaptive behaviors are active efforts to improve
the relationship with these environments. People strive to improve their level of fit because
positive environmental fit results in growth, health, and satisfaction, and poor fit results in stress.
People may improve their level of fit by: (a) changing themselves to meet their environment’s
demands, (b) changing the environment so it is more responsive to their needs, or (c) changing
their person:environment transactions (Gitterman & Germain, 2008). Viewed through the lens of
the Ecological Model, the spirituality-social work relationship becomes clearer—especially
major movements the profession has made away from or towards spirituality and religion.
Relationship of Spirituality, Social Work, and Social Work Education
Canda and Furman (1999) first outlined the connection between spirituality and
American social work as three historical phases, including sectarian origins (the colonial period
to early 20th century), professionalization and secularization (1920s-1979), and the resurgence of
interest in spirituality (1980-1994). Later, they added three additional phases: indigenous precolonial times, transcending boundaries (1995-2009), and infusion (2010-present; Canda et al.,
2020). The following section uses five of these phases to organize a literature review
summarizing the relationship between spirituality, social work, and social work education.
Religious Roots (Colonial Period - Early 20th Century)
Social work as a profession has significant religious roots. This becomes evident when
tracing the connection between religious groups and assistance to the poor throughout U.S.
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history. Even during the colonial era, when care for the poor was based on the Elizabethan Poor
Laws, churches formed partnerships with public overseers by taking up collections to support
public dependents (Cnaan et al., 1999; Day, 1997). However, spiritual awakenings before and
after the Revolutionary War prompted religious groups to respond to need on a larger scale. As a
result, many church-affiliated civic associations and voluntary societies were formed (Ahlstrom,
1972). These agencies served as forerunners to 20th century U.S. charitable organizations.
By the 19th century, religious involvement in health and welfare was normative in most
American cities (Cnaan et al., 1999). Many Catholic orders were founded to operate schools,
orphanages, or hospitals, and parishes and Protestant churches alike were often the first to
respond to crises. For example, Catholic parishioners in Philadelphia organized the St. Joseph
Orphan Asylum for children following a yellow fever outbreak (Oates, 1995), and Protestant
churches in Chicago joined together and built the city’s first orphan asylum in response to
overcrowded poorhouses (McCarthy, 1982). Welfare programs were also developed under
congregational auspices. The First Baptist Church and the Baptist Temple, two Philadelphia
congregations, were good examples, establishing the Baptist Children’s Orphanage, the
Philadelphia Home for Incurables, Samaritan Hospital, and a night school for working people
(Abell, 1943; Thompson, 1989). Churches were deeply involved in providing social services—as
evidenced by the participants of regional and national welfare conferences in the 1870s. In 1874,
at the American Social Sciences Association in New York, almost two-thirds of the participants
were church officials (Cnaan et al., 1999). This enthusiastic participation was reflective of the
Social Gospel Movement, which led thousands of Christians to become actively involved in
addressing social problems of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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In this context, the U.S. Charity Organization Society (COS) and Settlement House
Movements were born. Protestant women from the upper and middle classes became “friendly
visitors,” volunteers who investigated the circumstances of families in need (Scales & Kelly,
2011/2016). Their efforts were supported by the Protestant church, which emphasized the value
of work to the soul and an individual’s relationship to God (Ginzberg, 1990). Similarly, many
religious groups, such as the Salvation Army, the Methodist Church, and the Presbyterian
Church, founded settlement houses, and many settlement leaders like Jane Addams, founder of
Chicago’s Hull House, were religiously motivated (Cnaan et al., 1999; Scales & Kelly,
2011/2016). For instance, Agnes Ward Amberg, a prominent Catholic social activist, founded the
Madonna Centre Settlement House (1898-1962) in order to offer Catholic education and social
services to poor Italian immigrants in Chicago (Scales & Kelly, 2011/2016). Though U.S. social
work has these religious origins, the turn of the 20th century represented a significant turning
point in the spirituality-social work relationship.
Professionalization and Secularization (1920s-1979)
As the number of individuals serving in the field of social welfare grew, so did questions
regarding the qualifications of workers and how to utilize developing ideas in the sciences
(Hugen, 1994). This provided the necessary impetus for the professionalization of social work
and the beginnings of social work education. Mary Richmond of Boston COS and Edward T.
Devine of New York COS led the movement for training COS workers, and in 1898, Devine
established the New York School of Philanthropy, which eventually became the Columbia
School of Social Work (Scales & Kelly, 2011/2016). This formal education represented a
significant shift in the provision of social services: It was a move away from utilizing religiously
motivated volunteers in favor of employing professionally trained workers.
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Though it had begun to organize, social work received heavy criticism from Abraham
Flexner in 1915 at the National Conference of Charities and Corrections, where he argued that it
was not yet a profession due to its lack of unique knowledge or skill base. This only intensified
the professionalization effort and, combined with the demands of a growing industrial and
technological society, placed strong emphasis on the utilization of scientific knowledge (Hugen,
1994). Social work training began to incorporate the scientific model as its standard, which led to
the delineation of various fields of practice. For example, in 1917 Mary Richmond published
Social Diagnosis, outlining the scientific bases for social casework. With this emphasis on
science-based training, religion was relegated as a motive behind practice only—separate from
the knowledge and methods used within practice itself (Hugen, 1994).
In the 1930s, the landscape of U.S. social welfare changed dramatically. With the passage
of the Social Security Act, the responsibility of social service provision moved largely from the
private to the public sector (Hugen, 1994). The U.S. government became the single most
important funder in the field of social welfare, and social service agencies had to distance
themselves from religious auspices in order to obtain necessary public funding (Cnaan et al.,
1999). During that era, secularization theory was also popular: the belief that religion was only a
marginal force in modern society and not necessary for inclusion in policy, social services, or
research (Berger, 1969). As a result, religion migrated away from organized institutions towards
individuals (Marty, 1980). Spirituality and religion were becoming matters of the private sphere.
Additionally, social work began to draw heavily from value sources other than religion, such as
humanism, pragmatism, socialism, and Freudianism (Canda et al., 2020; Hugen, 1994). In this
setting, the NASW and the CSWE formed as inclusive, secular, professional organizations—in
clear contrast to earlier sectarian organizations (Canda et al., 2020).
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The split between spirituality and social work can be seen in social work education
through its curriculum. Examining social work education was part of the professionalization
process (Barker, 2007), and the CSWE was formed in 1952 to assist. Its first policy statements
from 1952 included spirituality content in regards to human growth and behavior (Kendall,
2002). However, in 1959, Boehm conducted a comprehensive study of social work curriculum,
and in reviewing these findings, Austin (1986) made no mention of spiritualty or religion in
content areas of HBSE, policy and services, or practice. Moreover, CSWE Curriculum Policy
Statements from the 1970s and 1980s made no specific mention of spirituality and religion
(Barker, 2007). It was only in a revised statement from 1992 that this content was included under
sections on diversity, populations-at-risk, and practice (Sheridan & Amato-von Hemert, 1999).
Renewed Interest in Spirituality (1980-1994)
Social work and its environment, U.S. society, have changed significantly since the turn
of the 20th century. Recently, there has been renewed interest and support for integrating client
spirituality and religion in social work practice. During the 1980s, many authors called for a
return to the profession’s historical commitment to spirituality, emphasizing inclusion and
respect for diversity in religious and nonreligious spiritual perspectives among clients (Brower,
1984; Canda, 1988a, 1988b, 1989; Constable, 1983; Joseph, 1987; Loewenberg, 1988; Meystedt,
1984; Siporin, 1982). In addition, several publications appeared including a wider range of
religious and nonsectarian approaches, such as Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism, Shamanism,
Taoism, and transpersonal theory (Canda et al., 2003). Perhaps most significantly, Edward
Canda founded the Society for Spirituality and Social Work (SSSW) in 1990 with the aim of
bringing together scholars and practitioners of diverse spiritual perspectives to enhance the
profession (Canda et al., 2020). The SSSW organized meetings at NASW and CSWE national

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

47

conferences, and then in 1994, under the leadership of Robin Russel, it held its own first national
conference. This interest continued through the late 20th century and into the 21st century.
Spirituality Integration in Education and Practice (1995-2009)
Several surveys were conducted throughout the 1990s exploring the attitudes of
practitioners, students, and faculty toward addressing spirituality and religion in social work
education and practice (Dudley & Helfgott, 1990; Sheridan et al, 1992; Sheridan et al, 1994;
Sheridan & Amato-von Hemert, 1999; Derezotes & Evans, 1995; Staral, 1999). Most
practitioners and students agreed that spiritual issues were important for clients, and educators
supported spirituality and religion content as an elective course, affirming spirituality as an issue
related to diversity. In response to this growing support, the CSWE formally re-introduced
religion and spirituality into its 1995 policy guidelines as part of client diversity (Russel, 1998).
During this phase, many resources were developed and disseminated. Several social work
practice texts were published, outlining frameworks for integrating spirituality into practice
(Bullis, 1996; Canda, 1998; Canda & Furman, 1999; Derezotes, 2006; Ellor, et al., 1999), and
two annotated bibliographies were published by the CSWE, providing comprehensive reviews on
the literature addressing spirituality and social work (Canda et al. 1999, 2003). Conferences and
symposia on spirituality also increased in North America at this time, and this trend began
extending internationally. The first international conference of the SSSW took place in 2000, and
conferences hosted by the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) featured many
presentations on spirituality (Canda et al., 2020). Lastly, an emphasis on empirical research on
spiritualty in social work began to develop. Qualitative and quantitative studies on the impact of
religious participation, spiritually based social work practices, and interdisciplinary research
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approaches all increased (Ai, 2006; Hodge et al., 2006; Thyer, 2007). These resources and
research laid the foundation for modern-day spirituality integration.
Modern-Day Relationship (2010-Present)
In 2011, the CSWE established an online Religion and Spirituality Clearinghouse, a
website with curricular resources promoting spirituality integration in practice (Canda et al.,
2020). Similarly, in 2012, the IFSW adopted a Code of Ethics that explicitly recognized
spirituality (Canda et al., 2020). As mentioned previously, both the NASW and the CSWE
recognize spirituality and religion as aspects of client diversity. The NASW supports spirituality
integration in practice through its Code of Ethics (2015) and Standards and Indicators of
Cultural Competence in Social Work Practice (2017), requiring social workers to understand
spiritual diversity in order to demonstrate cultural competence. Likewise, the current CSWE
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) mandates spirituality integration in
social work curriculum. Students should be taught to recognize how diversity shapes client life
experiences, to engage clients as the experts of their own experiences, and to manage the
influence of personal bias related to diversity (CSWE, 2015).
The current need for spirituality integration in social work education and practice is great
since the majority of Americans consider themselves to be at least moderately religious or
spiritual (Hodge, 2015). Moreover, in clinical social work practice today, clients are expressing a
preference for their religion and spirituality to be included in treatment as well as a preference
regarding therapists’ spirituality (Oxhandler et al., 2017). Students must be adequately trained to
better understand and serve their future clients. Nevertheless, social work students, faculty, and
practitioners have continued to indicate a lack of spirituality training in their education (Canda &
Furman, 2010; Oxhandler et al., 2015; Sheridan, 2009; Sheridan & Amoto-von Hemert, 1999).
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Social work programs should address this lack of training by ensuring that their curriculum
includes content related to spirituality and religion.
Spirituality Integration in Social Work Curriculum
Social work programs have begun integrating spirituality and religion content into their
curriculum since these topics were re-introduced in the CSWE curriculum policies in 1995;
however, integration has occurred slowly, and emphasis has been placed on the use of elective
courses at the MSW level. The following is a review of this spirituality integration.
Support for Integration
The fundamental rationale for spirituality integration in social work curriculum is the
Ecological Model itself, specifically, the holistic approach of the profession. Social work views
people as bio-psycho-social-spiritual beings; spirituality is part of being human. Williams and
Smolak (2007) note that for many people faith is a part of core identity and that religious and
spiritual issues are woven into the lives of all people—regardless of their identification with a
faith tradition. Similarly, Crisp (2011) contends that promoting client well-being requires a
holistic approach that acknowledges the role of religion in clients’ lives and the contribution of
faith-based agencies to service provision. Students must be trained on matters of spirituality and
religion in order to practice holistic engagement, assessment, intervention, and evaluation.
The second major support for spirituality integration is the promotion of cultural
competence by the profession: Social workers should recognize and appreciate spirituality and
religion as a part of client diversity (CSWE, 2015; NASW 2015; NASW, 2017). Hodge (2004,
2018) takes this a step further, encouraging social workers to develop spiritual competence, a
unique form of cultural competence focusing on client religion and spirituality. He argues that
spiritual competence aids in giving insight into client challenges, improving clinical rapport and
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outcomes with clients, and accessing clients’ spiritual strengths. Spirituality and religion content
must be integrated into curriculum for students to begin to develop this competence.
Opposition to Integration
In contrast, valid concerns exist regarding spirituality integration in social work
curriculum—the greatest being the conflict concerning separation of church and state (Dudley &
Helfgott, 1990; Sheridan et al., 1994). Educators worry that including spirituality and religion in
social work curriculum violates this principle and therefore violates the First Amendment of the
Constitution (Cnaan et al., 1999; Warner, 1993). As Williams & Smolak (2007) argue, however,
this conflict only occurs when social work programs sponsor or promote the practice of faith, not
when they train students to work with people of faith. Social work programs would violate
separation of church and state by proselytizing and attempting to convert students but not by
educating them on the role of spirituality and religion in their clients’ lives. Spirituality and
religion content can be integrated into curriculum without such conversion attempts.
Another argument against spirituality integration is the empirical basis of social work
practice: This concern has lingered since the origins of the profession. Social work values
evidence-based practice, but spirituality’s complex and personal nature make it difficult to study.
However, it is precisely because of this complexity that spirituality and religion merit attention
and research. Rothman (2008) argues that familiarity with types of spiritual experiences may
help in understanding their complexity and that all experiences are personal in nature (not just
spiritual ones). Moreover, though spirituality and religion may be difficult to study using
traditional quantitative methods, newer qualitative methods such as case studies or narrative
approaches may provide a better fit. These methods have gained attention and respect since the
1970s, when the qualitative paradigm began offering alternatives to quantitative research
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(Padgett, 2017). In sum, the separation of church and state principle and the profession’s
empirical basis may serve as obstacles at times, but they should not prevent spirituality and
religion content from being integrated in social work curriculum.
Degree of Spirituality Integration within Social Work Programs
Assessing CSWE-accredited or in-candidacy MSW programs in the U.S., Moffatt and
Oxhandler (2018) found that as of June 2016, 30.4% (78 of the 257 programs) offered at least
one required or elective course on spirituality and religion—slightly less than the 33.3% (57 out
of 171 programs) that Russel et al. reported in 2005. Rates have increased since Russell (1998)
first evaluated spirituality and religion in MSW training in 1995; then only 14.9% of programs
included such a course. Still, Moffatt and Oxhandler (2018) argue that because of the
simultaneous growth of CSWE-accredited MSW programs, the rate of integration has become
stagnant and many MSW students graduate without receiving spirituality training.
Less is known regarding the degree of integration in BSW programs, though Cousineau
(2018) conducted a qualitative study analyzing 53 syllabi from nine BSW programs in the New
England region. She found that 48% made reference to spirituality and religion (half of which
were listed in course and learning objectives). She concluded, however, that there was “little
depth” to this integration, since 39 of the syllabi mentioned faith, spirituality, and/or religion in
none or only one of the following categories: assignments and readings, course description,
course and learning objectives, and class content from the course calendar (Cousineau, 2018).
Both elective and core course syllabi were included in the study.
Models for Integration of Spirituality and Religion Content
Typically, spirituality integration occurs in one of two ways: infusing spirituality and
religion content into existing core courses or developing a separate elective course on spirituality
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and religion in practice. Each model presents unique benefits and challenges. Though the
infusion model ensures that all students are exposed to spirituality and religion content
(Rothman, 2008), it also assumes that most faculty are familiar with the content and comfortable
teaching it (Dudley & Helfgott, 1990). The major benefit of the elective course model is the time
dedicated to spirituality and religion content. In a course, students have the opportunity to gain a
deeper understanding of topics related to spirituality and religion and to begin to develop the
skills necessary for practice with diverse clients (Moffatt & Oxhandler, 2018). Still, some
educators have argued that combining both models is the best approach, providing students with
an introduction to spirituality and religion content in core courses and diving deeper into this
content with an elective course (Murdock, 2005; Williams & Smolak, 2007). The conceptual
framework presented in this paper aligns well with this combined approach.
Impact of Spirituality Integration on Social Work Students
Researchers are only just beginning to evaluate the impact that spirituality integration has
on students. Most studies to date are pilot studies whose findings are limited to generalization
due to small sample sizes. However, because this is new, exploratory research, these findings
provide valuable insight into student responses and possible benefits. Students have supported
the use of spiritual pedagogies such as contemplative prayer (Staral, 2002); spiritually-sensitive
professional development (Larkin, 2010); and “reflective teams,” which give students the
opportunity to share their spirituality story (or perceived lack of story) with one another (SloanPower, 2013). Additionally, students have demonstrated increased spiritual sensitivity (Callahan
& Benner, 2018) and growth in five dimensions of spiritual wellness, including a sense that life
is worth living and giving/receiving forgiveness (Bethel, 2004), as a result of taking elective
courses on spirituality and social work. These teaching methods aid students in developing their
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ability to converse about spirituality and religion, a critical first step for students integrating
client spirituality into practice. Interestingly, students have also learned to more effectively
manage stress and become more self-aware through spirituality (Yun et al., 2019) and
contemplative pedagogy/mindfulness training (Gockel & Deng, 2016; Wong, 2013).
Missing from the literature on spirituality integration are specific strategies for teaching
spirituality and religion across social work curriculum, especially at the BSW level. Though
general models for spirituality integration have been proposed (Ai, 2002; Murdock, 2005;
Rothman, 2008), this author could find only one conceptual framework outlined with step-bystep instructions for implementation by social work educators: the Four Quadrant Framework by
Sanger (2010). Additionally, research has focused on the use of elective courses for spirituality
integration—much of which is at the graduate level (e.g. Buckey, 2012; Gockel & Deng, 2016;
Moffatt & Oxhandler, 2018). This paper addresses the gap in the current literature by proposing
a conceptual framework that could be used as a practice model for teaching spirituality and
religion content across the BSW core curriculum.
Understanding the Spirituality-Social Work Relationship:
Using the Ecological Model as Lens
The main premise of the framework is that the relationship between spirituality and social
work can be better understood when viewed through the lens of the Ecological Model. The
spirituality-social work relationship is complex: As society’s views and relationship to
spirituality and to religion have shifted and changed with time and events, social work’s
relationship to them has shifted and changed as well. Social work’s stance on spirituality and its
place in social work curriculum is a direct reflection of societal attitudes and relationship to
spirituality (Rothman, 2008). Applying person-in-environment helps provide clarity.
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To this end, the framework uses ecological concepts in re-defining the spirituality-social
work relationship. Person:environment relationship refers to the relationship between social
work and U.S. society. Level of fit refers to the goodness of fit between social work and
spirituality and/or religion, and adaptive behavior refers to actions taken by social work to move
away from or towards spirituality and/or religion (see Table 1). What follows is an illustration of
these concepts. The framework will be applied to the three original phases of the spiritualitysocial work relationship identified by Canda and Furman (1999). Using the framework will
demonstrate how social work adapted to improve its person:environment relationship in two
major movements: (a) moving away from spirituality and religion at the turn of the 20th century
and (b) moving toward spirituality and religion in modern-day education and practice.
Table 1: Defining the Spirituality-Social Work Relationship With Ecological Concepts
Ecological Concept or Principle

Framework Definition

Life Stressor

Force driving social work away from or toward
spirituality and/or religion.

Stress

Negative impact of life stressor.

Adaptive Behavior

The process of social work moving away from or
toward spirituality and/or religion.

Level of Fit

Goodness of fit between social work and
spirituality and/or religion.

Person:Environment Relationship

Relationship between social work and U.S.
society/its values and professional expectations.
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Moving Away from Spirituality/Religion to Improve the Person:Environment Relationship
Because of its significant religious roots, social work likely felt stress at the turn of the
20th century when society’s views toward spirituality and religion were changing. Several life
stressors such as professionalization, an emphasis on scientific methods, government
involvement, and secularization theory caused social work to experience a poor level of fit with
its environment and, ultimately, forced social work to adapt its behavior and move away from
spiritualty and religion. For example, the pressure to professionalize, exacerbated by Abraham
Flexner’s address, led social workers to develop specialized training based on the scientific
method instead of church-affiliated charity. Increased government involvement through federal
legislation led social work organizations to distance themselves from spirituality and religion in
order to receive public funding. Even secularization theory played a part: Spirituality and
religion were deemed largely unnecessary for social work policy, services, and research and
were therefore compartmentalized into the private realm of social workers. Later, spirituality and
religion were removed from CSWE curriculum policy. All of these acts were attempts social
work made to relieve the stress it was experiencing and to improve its person:environment
relationship with U.S. society and its expectations for developing professions at that time.
Moving Toward Spirituality/Religion to Improve the Person:Environment Relationship
Today, social work looks different than it did at the turn of the 20th century, and this, too,
is a result of the profession adapting in order to improve its person:environment relationship. In
response to renewed interest in spirituality among social work practitioners, faculty, and
students, the profession once again adapted its behavior—this time by making a significant move
back toward spirituality and religion. In 1995, the CSWE re-integrated spirituality and religion
content into its curriculum policies, and since then, social work has generated a multitude of
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resources for supporting spirituality integration in education and practice: textbooks and courses,
journals and journal articles, organizations and national/international conferences. All of these
actions are attempts social work has made to improve its level of fit so that the profession’s
relationship with spirituality and religion matches that of students, faculty, and practitioners.
Moreover, several of the major life stressors that forced social work to move away from
spirituality and religion initially have changed and no longer cause the same stress in the
profession. For example, the profession is now fully organized, and the professional expectation
is integration of client spirituality into education and practice. The NASW and the CSWE both
affirm spirituality and religion as elements of client diversity, mandating integration on the basis
of cultural competence and holistic practice. New qualitative research methods are also now
available, providing a means for studying the more nuanced topics of spirituality and religion,
and these methods are growing in popularity and acceptance in academia. Finally, systems have
been developed so that religiously-affiliated organizations have a means of garnering public
funds (i.e. applying for and receiving federal grant monies). Because the majority of Americans
value spirituality and/or religion (and clients are requesting these topics be included in their
treatment), social work must maintain its support for spirituality integration in order to maintain
a healthy person:environment relationship with its environment, U.S. society.
The conceptual framework proposed in this paper is a means to this end, supporting
spirituality integration in social work curriculum. It seems most appropriate to implement the
framework at the BSW level when students are introduced to the history of social work and the
concept of person-in-environment. However, the framework could be adapted for use at the
MSW level, especially for students who enter graduate work without previously earning a BSW
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degree. The framework could also be used to structure an elective course on spirituality and
social work, though this paper focuses on infusing content throughout core curriculum.
The Ecological Model as Pedagogical Tool: Implications for Social Work Educators
It is recommended that educators implement the proposed conceptual framework as a
strategy for integrating spirituality and religion content across the BSW core curriculum. Using
the Ecological Model as lens will help facilitate student understanding of the spirituality-social
work relationship. Applying person-in-environment will offer insight into the major movements
social work has made away from or toward spirituality and religion, including the historic
spirituality-social work split at the turn of the 20th century and the modern-day support for
spirituality integration in practice and education. Additionally, the framework will provide
students with the tools they need to interpret the future spirituality-social work relationship and
any further movements the profession makes in relation to spirituality and religion.
Introducing the Framework
Introduction to Social Work
The framework could be introduced in an Introduction to Social Work course after
reviewing the history of social work and the modern-day profession (the NASW Code of Ethics
and the CSWE accreditation requirements, for example). Students would learn to identify the
major opposition to spirituality integration as well as the major support for it.
Classroom Activity
The framework should be taught only after students have been introduced to the history
of the profession and the Ecological Model. Educators can then present the framework by using
the following approach, adapted from Sanger (2010). First the instructor summarizes person-inenvironment and the premise that people are striving to improve their level of fit with their
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environments. They explain how applying ecological concepts can help the spirituality-social
work relationship make sense (see Table 1). Next the instructor draws a timeline on the
whiteboard, beginning with the COS and Settlement House Movements at the turn of the 20th
century and ending with the present day. They ask students to share what they remember about
the history of social work. As students share significant people, dates, and events, the instructor
adds these to the timeline, adding any related dates and events not mentioned as well as more
nuanced information with which students may not be familiar. Before finishing with the timeline,
the instructor ensures that significant topics such as Abraham Flexner’s address in 1915, the
Social Security Act of 1935, and the NASW Code of Ethics (2015) are included (see Figure 1).
The instructor may also label the five phases identified by Canda et al. (2020).
When the timeline activity is complete, the instructor breaks up the class into small
groups and explains that they are going to apply the concept of person-in-environment, treating
the profession of social work as the “person” and U.S. society as the environment. The instructor
asks each group to discuss the following questions for each phase on the timeline: (a) What is the
person:environment relationship? (b) What life stressors was social work experiencing? (c) How
did social work adapt in order to improve its level of fit with U.S. society, its values, and
professional expectations? The instructor helps in the small group discussions as needed, and
they invite students to share their group responses with the entire class when ready. The
instructor facilitates class discussion, connecting ecological concepts to the initial distancing of
the profession as well as the modern-day interest and support for it. The instructor draws these
two major movements on the board so that the final timeline on the board resembles Figure 1.
Throughout the remainder of the course, the instructor references the framework to provide
context for understanding spirituality and religion content.
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Figure 1: Viewing the Spirituality-Social Work Relationship Through the Ecological Model Lens
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Re-Enforcing the Framework
Human Behavior and the Social Environment
After it is introduced in Introduction to Social Work, the framework can be re-enforced in
later courses. In Human Behavior and the Social Environment courses, person-in-environment
requires reviewing how individuals develop their understanding of spirituality and/or religion as
well as how these matters shape individuals’ growth and development. Instructors can teach
about diverse religions and faith traditions and how spirituality and/or religion can be sources of
strength and coping but also conflict and stress. Students can also be encouraged to practice selfawareness for how spirituality and/or religion have played a role in their own lives. To assess
this, instructors could have students do a group presentation on a selected population with a
designated age and race/ethnicity, reporting on all areas of their well-being, including their
spiritual development, common religious practices, and religion as a source of strength or
conflict. Students could also write a reflective paper, outlining their own spiritual development
as well as the role spirituality and/or religion has had in shaping their lives.
Practice Courses
In practice classes, person-in-environment requires incorporating client spirituality and/or
religion in each step of the planned change process. Instructors can model spiritual competence
in engaging diverse clients and building rapport with them. Students can be introduced to
assessment tools, such as spiritual histories, genograms, and ecomaps, and they can practice
using them. Instructors can explain spiritual interventions, such as prayer and meditation, and
students can learn to make client referrals to spiritual resources, such as churches, synagogues,
and mosques. Additionally, spiritual practices can be introduced to students as appropriate selfcare strategies. To assess this, instructors could have students role play engaging spiritually
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diverse clients, completing spiritual genogram or ecomap assessments on instructor-created
client cases, or writing a research paper on local spiritual resources available to clients.
Research
Similarly, for research classes, existing empirical research on spiritualty and/or religion
can be reviewed. Person-in-environment requires that this vital aspect of a human being is
studied and studied appropriately. Instructors can review existing literature on how and why
specific populations utilize spirituality and/or religion as well as the benefits and costs associated
with doing so. Students can also learn research designs that are most appropriate for studying
spirituality and religion, and students can practice using these methods. To assess this, students
could develop detailed research proposals to address instructor-created client scenarios where the
presenting issue or concern is related to the client’s spirituality and/or religion.
Policy
In policy classes, laws and regulations related to spirituality and religion can be reviewed,
giving students a deeper understanding of how policy impacts practicing spirituality and/or
religion and how these matters may be regulated based on setting (public vs. private contexts, for
example). In this course, like in Introduction to Social Work, person-in-environment focuses on
the macro environment of U.S. society and how it shapes the spirituality-social work
relationship. To assess this, students could give a presentation on a policy, using the proposed
framework to explain why it was created and passed based on the context of U.S. society,
pressure from lobbyists, or beliefs of the state or federal legislators involved.
Introducing the proposed framework in an Introduction to Social Work course and reenforcing it in the courses that follow satisfies CSWE curriculum policy requiring spirituality
integration. However, it also addresses the current gap in literature regarding strategies for
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teaching spirituality and religion content. Table 2 summarizes how the framework uses personin-environment to ensure that spirituality and religion content is incorporated across core courses
at the BSW level: human development, practice courses, policy, and research methods.
Table 2: Instructional Approaches for Applying Person-in-Environment Across BSW Curriculum
Course

Instructional Approach for
Applying
Person-in-Environment

Curriculum Integration

Introduction to Social Work

Exploring the spirituality-social
work relationship: initial
distancing and modern-day
support for integration.
(Macro level)

Framework is Introduced

Human Behavior and the Social
Environment (HBSE)

Teaching human development,
diverse faith traditions, and the
impact of spirituality/religion.
(Micro, Mezzo, Macro levels)

Framework is Reinforced

Practice Courses

Teaching spiritual assessment
tools and how to make referrals
to spiritual/religious resources.
(Micro, Mezzo, Macro levels)

Framework is Reinforced

Policy

Reviewing laws and regulations
on spirituality/religion.
(Macro level)

Framework is Reinforced

Research

Teaching research methods for
studying spirituality/religion and
existing empirical research on
those topics.
(Micro, Mezzo, Macro levels)

Framework is Reinforced

Spirituality and Social Work
Elective Course

Practicing self-awareness of
personal spirituality/religion;
practicing spirituality assessment
tools; discussing context for
integrating client
spirituality/religion in practice.
(Micro, Mezzo, Macro levels)

Framework is Introduced and
Reinforced

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

63

Recommendations
Future research should be conducted to examine the impact of using this framework. Pilot
studies could explore the influence teaching this framework has on students’ understanding of
the spirituality-social work relationship. A quantitative research design could use pre and posttest surveys to assess student understanding before and after being taught the framework. A
qualitative design could utilize individual or group student interviews or focus groups, assessing
the same. These studies would evaluate whether or not the proposed framework is achieving its
aim of providing context for understanding spirituality and religion matters in social work. This
research would begin to provide some validity and reliability for using the framework as a
strategy for teaching spirituality and religion content across the BSW curriculum.
Currently, this author is collecting syllabi from CSWE-accredited or in-candidacy
programs across the U.S. to research common practices in teaching spirituality and religion
content in BSW elective courses dedicated to these topics. After obtaining the desired number of
syllabi, she will conduct a qualitative content analysis, exploring the content and pedagogy of
these courses. Through this study, she hopes to find how many BSW programs offer elective
courses on spirituality and religion.
Conclusion
The need for integrating client spirituality and religion into social work practice is clear:
Spirituality and/or religion play an important role in the lives of many Americans, and clients are
beginning to request that these matters be included in their treatment. Social work students must
be trained on matters of spirituality and religion in order to practice cultural and spiritual
competence with diverse clients. Moreover, the holistic approach of the profession requires that
practitioners take client spirituality and religion into account. Today the NASW and the CSWE
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support spirituality integration in practice and education, and the CSWE mandates that this
content be included in all accredited social work programs. Though programs have begun
incorporating spirituality and religion content into their curricula, progress has been slow, and
there remains a greater emphasis on offering spirituality-dedicated electives versus teaching this
content across the curriculum. Additionally, more empirical research has been conducted on
spirituality integration at the MSW level, exploring the degree of integration and its impact on
students. Only a few strategies exist for integrating spirituality and religion content across social
work curriculum; more are needed, especially at the BSW level. This paper addresses this gap by
presenting a conceptual framework as a strategy that can be used to this end.
Social work educators can use the framework outlined in this paper to teach spirituality
and religion content across the BSW curriculum, and the tables and figure presented here can
serve as teaching tools. Training social work students in matters of spirituality and religion will
prepare them to serve the diverse client base in the U.S.—and to serve their clients holistically,
practicing cultural and spiritual competence. Students who have been taught the framework will,
as practitioners, have a much better understanding of the spirituality-social work relationship,
empowering them in their work. They will better understand the dynamics of practice settings,
recognizing which settings may be more amenable to integrating client spirituality and religion
than others and why. The framework will help them understand why policies involving
spirituality and religion are being proposed, passed, or rejected. They will also understand which
research methods are most appropriate for studying client spirituality and religion, and they may
be motivated to conduct new research on these topics, helping practitioners learn more about
integrating these important aspects into their social work practice.
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Though the framework was developed with two major shifts in the history of the
spirituality-social work relationship in mind (distancing of the profession at the turn of the 20th
century and renewed support for spirituality integration in modern-day practice and education), it
can be used in the future as well. U.S. society and the professional expectations of social work
are not static; they will change over time. As this happens, the framework can offer new insight
into the future spirituality-social work relationship and any movement made by the profession
either away from or toward spirituality and religion. Because it is based on the concepts and
propositions of the Ecological Model, the framework will remain useful and relevant, providing
a necessary lens through which to view the changes in the spirituality-social work relationship.
In this way, the framework itself embodies the concept of person-in-environment, adapting and
changing over time to improve its level of fit within social work education.
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Abstract
Spirituality and religion are vital aspects of client identity and well-being, yet social work
professionals are often ill-equipped to address these in practice due to a lack of training. The
NASW and the CSWE support spirituality integration in social work practice and education, but
existing research focuses on MSW-level elective courses. This qualitative study addresses BSWlevel integration by (a) exploring how many accredited or in-candidacy BSW programs in the
U.S. offer an elective course on spirituality and religion and (b) analyzing syllabi from these
courses to determine pedagogical best practices. Results indicate that 8% of BSW programs (43
out of 531) offer such an elective course. Thirty syllabi were collected from 44 courses, resulting
in a 68% response rate. Required readings, assignments, and teaching methods were identified
through a basic frequency and percentage analysis of syllabi. Similarly, six key themes emerged
from a thematic content analysis of syllabi course descriptions, objectives, and schedules.
Professional Practice, Diversity and Social Justice, and Practitioner Spirituality—the three
primary themes—support ethical practice, cultural competence, and human diversity as framed
by the NASW and CSWE. BSW programs can use these results as a guide for planning and
structuring spirituality and religion content within their curriculum.
Keywords: spirituality, religion, social work, curriculum, BSW, content analysis
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What Are We Teaching in Spirituality and Social Work Courses?
A Qualitative Content Analysis of BSW Syllabi
Despite the significant religious roots of the social work profession, social work
education has historically excluded content related to spirituality and religion, leaving many
social work professionals feeling ill-equipped to address client spirituality and religion in
practice. Though the first Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) curriculum policy of 1952
included spirituality, this content was removed from later statements in the 1970s and 1980s.
Religion and spirituality were re-introduced in the CSWE guidelines in 1995. However, social
work students, faculty, and practitioners alike have continued to indicate a lack of spirituality
training in their education (Canda & Furman, 2010; Derezotes & Evans, 1995; Oxhandler et al.,
2015; Sheridan, 2009; Sheridan & Amoto-von Hemert, 1999). This is problematic since recent
surveys show that 77% of Americans consider religion to be at least somewhat important in their
lives (Pew Research Center, 2015), and the majority of Americans consider themselves to be at
least moderately religious (58%) and spiritual (66%; Hodge, 2015). In clinical social work
practice today, clients are expressing a preference for their religion and spirituality to be included
in treatment as well as a preference regarding therapists’ spirituality (Oxhandler et al., 2018).
Now that both the CSWE Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS; 2015)
and the National Association of Social Work (NASW) Code of Ethics (2017) recognize
spirituality and religion as factors of client diversity, there is strong support for the integration of
spirituality and religion content in social work curriculum. Social work students must be trained
on matters of spirituality and religion in order to: (a) practice cultural competence with clients of
diverse spirituality and religions and (b) practice holistically, addressing the bio-psycho-socialspiritual needs of every individual. Programs across the U.S. have begun integrating spirituality
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and religion content into their curriculum—embedding it throughout core courses or dedicating
specific elective courses to it—but this has occurred slowly, and more research exists on Master
of Social Work (MSW) curricula than Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) curricula. Little is known
regarding how spirituality integration is occurring at the undergraduate level.
This exploratory qualitative study aims to fill this gap by addressing the research
question: What are we teaching in BSW elective courses on spirituality and social work? The
researcher conducted an in-depth content analysis of 30 syllabi from spirituality elective courses
taught across the U.S. with the hope of learning best practices for pedagogy. The researcher used
definitions constructed by Canda and Furman (1999), pioneers of spirituality integration in social
work, to operationally define the central concepts of spirituality, the human attempt to find
meaning and purpose in life; religion, “an institutional community pattern of beliefs, rituals, and
values relating to spiritual concerns;” and faith, a relationship with a higher power (p. 60).
Literature Review
Spirituality and Religion
Spirituality and religion play an important role in the lives of many Americans, and
increasingly individuals are asking that they be included in their mental health treatment. Fifty
three percent of U.S. adults report that religion is very important, and they are active in their faith
traditions, attending weekly services (36%) and praying daily (55%; Pew Research Center,
2015). In counseling and mental health treatment, clients have often expressed a preference to
include spirituality and religion and for practitioners to initiate the conversation (Harris et al.,
2016; Koenig, 2005; Stanley et al., 2011; Tepper et al., 2001). Moreover, research suggests that
spirituality and religion promote better mental health outcomes for clients in general (Koenig et
al., 2012) and the well-being of specific populations such as older adults (Kimble, 1995; Tobin et
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al., 1986), Muslims (Ahmed & Amer, 2012; Hodge, 2005), and LGBTQ+ individuals (Ginicola
et al., 2017). Major accrediting agencies, such as the Joint Commission on Accreditation of
Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO), also now require practitioners to explore client spirituality
(Hodge & Bushfield, 2006). Social workers should be trained on matters of spirituality and
religion in order to adequately address this important aspect of client identity and well-being.
Spirituality and Religion in Social Work
The relationship between spirituality, religion, and social work is complicated and has
fluctuated significantly over time (Cole, 2020). Social work was founded in the context of JudeoChristian principles and the Social Gospel Movement of the late 1800s (Barker, 2007). Many
early social workers identified as Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish (Leighninger, 2000), and
religious involvement in health and welfare was normative in most American cities during that
era (Cnaan et al., 1999). Catholic orders operated schools, orphanages, and hospitals, and
parishes and Protestant churches often responded first to crises, such as yellow fever outbreaks
(Oates, 1995) and overcrowded poorhouses (McCarthy, 1982). Churches and people of faith
were deeply involved in providing social services. Yet at the turn of the 20th century, social work
distanced itself from spirituality and religion—in pursuit of professionalization (Barker, 2007)
and scientific respectability based on empirical research (Praglin, 2004) instead.
Several forces pushed the young discipline in this direction, including Abraham Flexner’s
1915 address at the National Conference of Charities and Corrections and the demands of a
growing industrial and technological society (Hugen, 1994). Other macro-level environmental
factors, such as passage of the Social Security Act and secularization theory, also played a part,
moving spirituality and religion from the public to the private sector (Cnaan et al., 1999; Marty,
1980). More recently, though, an interest in spirituality and religion has been renewed. During
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the 1980s many authors called for a return to the profession’s historical commitment to
spirituality, and in 1990, Edward Canda founded the Society for Spirituality and Social Work
(SSSW). Textbooks, conferences, and empirical research began to develop on spirituality in
social work practice (Canda et al., 2020). Today, the NASW supports spirituality integration in
practice through its Code of Ethics (2017) and Standards and Indicators of Cultural Competence
in Social Work Practice (2015), requiring social workers to understand spiritual diversity in
order to demonstrate cultural competence. Specifically, social workers should respect spiritual
diversity and work to eliminate religious discrimination (NASW, 2015, 2017).
Research indicates that most modern-day social workers identify as either spiritual or
religious and that they support integrating client spirituality and religion into practice; however,
few report actually doing so—in part, due to a lack of training. In a recent national survey, 81%
of over 400 Licensed Clinical Social Workers (LCSWs) reported being moderately spiritual, and
more than half (54%) indicated that their religious beliefs lie behind their whole approach to life
(Oxhandler et al., 2018). These findings are consistent with several other large-scale surveys in
which the majority of LCSWs (57%), gerontological social workers (65%), and NASW members
(57-58%) self-identified as Christian, and many were active participants in religious services or
private spiritual activities such as prayer or meditation (Canda & Furman, 2010; Larsen, 2011;
Murdock, 2005a; Sheridan, 2004). Additionally, LCSWs have reported positive attitudes towards
integrating client spirituality and religion into practice, yet few practitioners report actually
engaging in this integration (Canda & Furman, 2010; Oxhandler et al., 2015; Sheridan, 2009).
One of the most significant predictors of spirituality integration is prior training, such as course
work or continuing education. Indeed, only 53% of LCSWs in the U.S. believed they were
adequately trained to integrate client spirituality and religion in practice (Oxhandler et al., 2015).
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Spirituality and Religion in Social Work Education
The relationship between spirituality, religion, and social work education is also complex,
and it mirrors the relationship between spirituality, religion, and social work. The CSWE was
formed in 1952, and its first policy statements in the 1950s and 1960s included spirituality
content in regards to human growth and behavior (Kendall, 2002). However, in the CSWE
Curriculum Policy Statements from 1970 and 1984, this content was removed entirely (Canda &
Furman, 2010; Russel, 1998). During the 1990s, though, social work faculty and students
demonstrated a renewed interest in spirituality and religion. Students agreed that spiritual issues
were important to clients (Sheridan & Amato-van Hemert, 1999; Staral, 1999), and faculty
supported elective courses on spirituality and religion (Dudley & Helfgott, 1990; Sheridan et al.,
1994). In response to this growing support, the CSWE re-introduced spirituality and religion into
its 1995 educational standards on diversity (Canda & Furman, 2010; Russel, 1998).
Since then, the CSWE published two annotated bibliographies providing comprehensive
reviews on spirituality and social work literature (Canda et al., 1999, 2003), and in 2011, the
CSWE established a website with curricular resources promoting spirituality integration in
practice: the Religion and Spirituality Clearinghouse (Canda et al., 2020). Current CSWE
educational standards continue to recognize spirituality and religion as client diversity.
Specifically, students should be taught to recognize how diversity shapes client life experiences,
to engage clients as the experts of their own experiences, and to manage the influence of
personal bias related to spiritual diversity (EPAS Competency 2; CSWE, 2015).
Educators have debated the merit of including spirituality and religion content in social
work curriculum. Cultural competence is the primary argument for inclusion (NASW 2015,
2017; CSWE, 2015), though Hodge (2004, 2018) expands on this by promoting spiritual
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competence, which focuses on client spirituality and religion explicitly. He argues that such
competence is necessary for gaining insight into client challenges, accessing client strengths, and
improving clinical rapport. Conversely, separation of church and state is the primary argument
against integration. Social work faculty have expressed concern that addressing spirituality and
religion in social work curriculum violates this principle (Dudley & Helfgott, 1990; Sheridan et
al., 1994) and therefore violates the First Amendment of the Constitution (Cnaan et al., 1999;
Warner, 1993). However, this conflict only occurs when social work programs sponsor or
promote the practice of faith, proselytizing and attempting to convert students (Williams &
Smolak, 2007). There is no conflict when social work programs train students on the role of
spirituality and religion in their clients’ lives and how best to work with people of faith.
Typically, social work programs integrate spirituality and religion content by infusing it
into existing courses or by developing a separate elective course dedicated to it. While infusing
content ensures that all students are exposed to topics (Rothman, 2009), in an elective course,
students have the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of spirituality and religion and to
begin developing skills necessary for practice (Moffatt & Oxhandler, 2018). Many practitioners
and students desire more training on integrating client spirituality into practice (Buckey, 2012;
Gilligan & Furness, 2006; Graff, 2007; Hodge, 2011; Oxhandler & Giardina, 2017; Sheridan,
2009). Though only 13% of LCSWs reported taking a course on spirituality and religion, 46%
had sought continuing education on these topics (Oxhandler et al., 2015).
Previous Research
Spirituality integration has occurred slowly since the 1995 CSWE curriculum policy, and
emphasis has been placed on offering elective courses at the MSW level. When Russel (1998)
first evaluated spirituality and religion in MSW training in 1995, only 14% (17 of 114) of
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programs included such a course. Rates had increased to 33% (57 out of 171 programs) when
Russel et al. reported in 2005 but then decreased to 30% (78 of 257 programs) as of June 2016
(Moffatt & Oxhandler, 2018). However, Moffatt and Oxhandler (2018) argue that because of the
simultaneous growth of CSWE-accredited MSW programs, the rate of integration has become
stagnant, leaving many students without training. At least one systematic review has been
conducted, recommending specific strategies for developing an MSW elective course (Buckey,
2012). Research suggests that MSW elective courses on spirituality and mindfulness training
increase students’ spiritual wellness (Bethel, 2004), deepen student awareness (Wong, 2013),
and enhance student self-care and overall well-being (Gockel & Deng, 2016).
Far less is known regarding BSW-level spirituality integration. In writing this literature
review, the researcher could only identify one study (a dissertation defense) that addressed the
degree of BSW-level integration. Cousineau (2018) conducted a qualitative study analyzing 53
syllabi from core courses in nine New England region BSW programs and found that 48%
referred to spirituality and religion—but there was “little depth” to this integration since for the
majority of syllabi this content was not covered in assignments, readings, or course calendars.
General models for spirituality integration have been proposed (Ai, 2002; Murdock, 2005b;
Rothman, 2009), and spiritual pedagogies have been explored (Larkin, 2010; Staral, 2002).
However, only a few specific teaching strategies have been discussed, giving practical step by
step instruction for how to address spirituality and religion in the classroom (Cole, 2020; Hunt,
2014; Sanger, 2010). Like their MSW counterparts, BSW elective courses on spirituality and
religion have been shown to improve students’ spiritual wellness (Bethel, 2004) and their
spiritual sensitivity, an awareness of spiritual diversity and the need for spiritual competence
(Callahan & Benner, 2018). Missing from the literature are the number of BSW programs

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

86

integrating spirituality and religion content into their curricula and best practices for teaching this
content at the BSW level.
Current Study
The current study addresses this gap by: (a) exploring how many CSWE-accredited or incandidacy BSW programs in the U.S. offer an elective course on spirituality and religion and (b)
conducting a qualitative content analysis on syllabi from these courses in order to determine best
practices in pedagogy. This research builds on previous studies which have used syllabi for
thematic content analysis generally and in social work education specifically.
Method
Qualitative content analysis was selected as the research method because the aim of this
exploratory study was to understand and find meaning in social work curriculum. Content
analysis involves interpreting textual data “through the systematic classification process of
coding and identifying themes” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). Though syllabi contain a
wealth of information, they are seldom used in social research (Mehrotra et al., 2017).
Historically, requesting syllabi was a rare and almost absent approach to studies on social work
education (Drisko, 2008). However, content analysis of syllabi has been recognized as an
appropriate empirical methodology for curriculum analysis (Krippendorf, 2004; Weber, 1990),
and several recent studies have utilized it to better understand aspects of social work curriculum.
For example, this method has been used to explore how qualitative research (Drisko, 2008),
social justice (Hong & Hodge, 2009; Mehrotra et al., 2017; Teasley & Archuleta, 2015), and
group work (Sweifach, 2014, 2015) are conceptualized and taught in social work courses.
Likewise, Moffat and Oxhandler (2018) analyzed MSW-level courses on spirituality and
religion. The current study takes a similar approach using content analysis of syllabi as a method
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to explore how spirituality and religion are conceptualized and taught in BSW-level courses.
This method is most appropriate for answering the research question “What are we teaching?”
since there is perhaps no better representation of what is taught in the classroom apart from
course syllabi. Moreover, as Mehrotra et al. (2017) note, syllabi can provide insight into how
courses are conceptualized, framed, and implemented because, from a constructionist
epistemology, they are created through and within context, ideologies, and structural conditions.
Sampling Frame
The CSWE Directory of Accredited Programs was used to establish the sampling frame
for this study, much like in previous research (Hong & Hodge, 2009; Moffatt & Oxhandler,
2018; Sweifach, 2014, 2015; Teasley & Archuleta, 2015). In order to identify how many BSW
programs in the U.S. offered an elective course (or multiple courses) on spirituality and religion,
the online directory was acquired in August of 2019. At that time, 547 BSW programs were
listed as accredited or in-candidacy. The researcher then reviewed university websites, using
online course catalogs to find these elective courses. If course catalogs were unavailable online,
course descriptions from program websites or degree plan pages were used instead. Like Moffatt
and Oxhandler (2018), the researcher created a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to capture salient
information such as program names and locations, program websites, whether they were faithbased, whether they included an elective course on spirituality and religion, how many such
courses were offered, course names, and websites describing or listing these courses.
In this initial search, broad criteria were used to identify courses. Any course whose title
included “spirituality,” “religion,” “faith,” “faith-based” or related terms such as “church,”
“mindfulness,” and “forgiveness” were included. Seventy-seven courses at 70 different schools
met these criteria—13% of the 531 accredited BSW programs. (Sixteen of the 547 programs
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were excluded as 12 program websites were in another language, two programs were no longer
in existence, two universities share a program, and one university had merged with another.)
Subsequently, the inclusion criteria were narrowed to hone in on answering the study’s research
question. To be included in the study, courses’ titles or descriptions had to either (a) define
spirituality/religion as factors of client diversity using language from the CSWE EPAS or (b)
integrate spirituality/faith into social work practice. These specific criteria were selected based
on the literature review the researcher had conducted on spirituality integration. Only 59 courses
(at 58 schools) met these narrowed criteria—just 10% of all accredited BSW programs.
Data Collection and Response Rate
Prior to data collection, permission was obtained from the university’s Institutional
Review Board for Human Subjects. The data collection process for this study followed a method
used by Teasley and Archuleta (2015); this process is represented in Figure 1. The researcher
sent an initial email requesting syllabi from either course instructors or social work program
directors (N = 58); if instructor information was not available online, the researcher used contact
information for program directors. This email explained the project and contained a consent form
for instructors/program directors to sign, giving permission to use their syllabi in the study. Two
weeks later, the researcher sent a reminder email requesting syllabi to anyone who had not yet
responded. One week after that, the researcher called and requested syllabi by phone. Attempts
were made to contact program directors when there was either no reply from instructors or the
contact information listed online was inaccurate. Throughout this process, the researcher learned
that 13 courses were no longer offered. Additionally, after reviewing their descriptions, three
courses did not meet the narrowed inclusion criteria; however, one additional course was
discovered. In the end, N = 30 syllabi were collected from 44 identified courses, resulting in a
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response rate of 68%. Out of the 55 accredited BSW programs with elective courses that met the
study criteria, 48 (87%) responded to the researcher’s request for syllabi. This response rate is
comparable to previous studies in which it has ranged from 57-97% (Hong & Hodge, 2009;
Mehrortra, et al., 2017; Sweifach, 2015; Teasley & Archuleta, 2015).
Figure 1: Consort Diagram of Data Collection and Final Sampling Frame

CSWE Online Directory Review
547 Accredited/In-Candidacy BSW Programs

IRB
Approval

BSW Program Website Review
59 Courses (at 58 Schools) Met Inclusion Criteria

Initial Email Request for Syllabi
3 Courses No Longer Taught

9 Syllabi

Review BSW Program Websites

Reminder Email Request for Syllabi
3 Courses No Longer Taught
3 Courses Did Not Meet Inclusion Criteria

10 Syllabi

Review BSW Program Websites

Telephone Call Reminder Request for Syllabi
3 Courses No Longer Taught

11 Syllabi

Review BSW Program Websites

Syllabi Review
3 Courses Did Not Meet Inclusion Criteria

-3 Syllabi

Review BSW Program Websites

Follow-Up Email Correspondence
1 New Course Identified
1 Course No Longer Taught

Final Sample: 30 Syllabi
(30 of 44 Courses = 68%)

3 Syllabi
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Data Analysis Procedure
Two kinds of analysis were conducted on the syllabi that were collected: (a) a basic
frequency and percentage analysis on the course dimensions of required readings, assignments,
and teaching methods and (b) a thematic content analysis of course descriptions, course
objectives/learning outcomes, and course schedules with topics from the syllabi. This two-part
analysis model was based on research conducted by O’Neil and Renzulli (2013), who analyzed
syllabi similarly. For the first analysis, the researcher reviewed the 30 syllabi and simply listed
the textbooks or journal articles included as required readings; the papers, presentations, or
projects outlined as assignments; and the activities inside or outside class utilized as teaching
methods. The process was entirely inductive as the researcher had no pre-determined categories.
A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used to list readings, assignments, and teaching methods, and
like items were placed together in order to determine the prevalence of each.
For the second analysis, the researcher reviewed the 30 syllabi using thematic content
analysis on three specific syllabus sections: course descriptions, course objectives/learning
outcomes, and course schedules with topics. This portion of the study’s data analysis was both
deductive and inductive. The researcher pre-determined the three syllabus sections as categories
for coding since they wanted to be able to distinguish what was included in each section.
However, all individual codes were made inductively: the researcher wanted to see what was in
the syllabi without prescribing anything beforehand. The software program NVivo was used to
complete the inductive coding. All syllabi were de-identified before being uploaded into NVivo
so the researcher was unaware of the university, program, or instructor of each when coding.
Inductive coding followed the processes outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), Elo and
Kyngäs (2008), and Krippendorff (2004) as utilized by Hong and Hodge (2009) and Mehrortra et

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

91

al. (2017). The researcher began by open coding a small subset of the syllabi (8 of the 30 or
26%) to become familiar with them and to develop an initial codebook. The researcher then
conducted a descriptive analysis, free-coding keywords or phrases as they appeared in each of
the three syllabus sections in all 30 syllabi. In NVivo, the researcher kept a running list of
keywords and phrases and the frequency with which they appeared. Next, these keywords and
phrases were grouped into various clusters based on their similarities, and “higher order” clusters
developed in the same way. This classification process continued until “conceptual saturation”
was reached—when no more new information was revealed. After the researcher finished coding
the three categories, the codes and clusters within each category were analyzed in order to
identify themes that ran through all three. Figure 2 demonstrates the data analysis process.
Figure 2: Deductive-Inductive Thematic Content Analysis Process

Course Descriptions
 Code
 Code
 Code

Theme 1
Theme 2

Course Objectives
 Code
 Code
 Code

Theme 3
Theme 4
Theme 5

Course Schedules
 Code
 Code
 Code

Theme 6

Trustworthiness and Rigor
To increase the trustworthiness and rigor of this study, the researcher implemented three
processes: partner coding, an audit trail, and triangulation (Padgett, 2017; Tracey, 2010). After
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analyzing the initial subset of syllabi, the researcher asked a colleague to analyze the same
subset. The researcher met with this coding partner several times to review differing codes and
ultimately to finalize the codebook used in the study. An audit trail was created by taking
detailed notes on method and data analysis in order for this study to be re-produced by others.
The research design is also based heavily on the existing literature, and study results are
compared to existing findings. Furthermore, addressing three different sections of the syllabi
through content analysis increases trustworthiness as large portions of the syllabi were analyzed
in search of themes that connect these three individual components.
Results
Through the data collection process, the sampling frame of 59 courses (at 58 schools)
narrowed to 44 courses at 43 schools. Thus, only 8% of accredited BSW programs (43 of 531
programs) were found to offer an elective course on spirituality and religion. In the end, N=30
syllabi were collected from these courses. The 30 syllabi represent 28 different universities as
two schools offer two distinct courses. Interestingly, the majority of schools offering elective
courses on spirituality and religion are public institutions. Of the 28 schools in the study, 16 are
public and 12 are private. Ten of the private schools are religiously-affiliated with half of them
Catholic and the remaining half Lutheran, Baptist, Christian Missionary Alliance, Assemblies of
God, and Seventh Day Adventist. The schools are spread out across the U.S. though the greatest
representation comes from the Great Lakes Region. The number of schools in each CSWE
accreditation region is as follows: Great Lakes (7), Southeast (4), West (4), Northeast (4),
Northwest (3), Rocky Mountains (3), South Central (2), and Mid-Atlantic (1).
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To answer the research question “What are we teaching in BSW elective courses on
spirituality and social work?” two types of analysis were conducted on every syllabus in the
sample: a basic frequency and percentage analysis and a thematic content analysis.
Course Dimensions Analysis
Syllabus course dimensions of required readings, assignments, and teaching methods
were reviewed using a frequency and percentage analysis. This involved a simple counting or
listing of textbooks or journal articles that were required reading; the papers, presentations, or
projects that were assigned; and the pedagogical activities utilized inside or outside of class. The
goal was to determine the nature and prevalence of items within these three course dimensions.
Required Readings
Required readings varied across syllabi, and many different resources were utilized. Sixty
four (N = 64) unique textbooks were identified as required reading across 25 syllabi. (Three
syllabi did not include any required readings, one included recommended texts only, and one
included journal articles only.) The most used text is Spiritual Diversity in Social Work Practice
by Canda and Furman (2010). Forty percent of courses (10 out of 25) require it. The next most
used text is Spirituality within Religious Traditions in Social Work practice by Van Hook, et al.
(2001); sixteen percent of courses (4 out of 25) require this text. Only nine additional textbooks
are used in more than one course, and each is used in eight percent of courses (2 out of 25). Most
of these texts focus on either the relationship between spirituality and social work or integrating
spirituality into clinical practice. See Table 1 for a listing of all required readings.
Similarly, 155 unique journal articles were identified as required readings across 27
syllabi. The most used article is “Spiritual Assessment: A Review of Major Qualitative Methods
and a New Framework for Assessing Spirituality” by Hodge (2001). Eleven percent of courses (3
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out of 27) require it. Only five additional articles are used in more than one course, and each is
used in seven percent of courses (2 out of 27). Notably, half of the most used articles (3 of the 6)
address conducting spiritual assessments with clients—articles by Hodge (2001, 2005) and
Hodge and Limb (2010). The other half focus on practitioners’ understanding of spirituality and
their integration of client spirituality into social work education and practice (see Table 1).
Several other readings were also identified, including the NASW Code of Ethics, the United
Nations (UN) Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Elimination of All Forms of Religious
Intolerance, and the Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling
(ASERVIC) Competencies for Spiritual and Religious Issues in Counseling.
Table 1: Required Readings in BSW Elective Courses on Spirituality and Religion
Textbook or Scholarly Journal Article

Frequency
Used
8/25 (32%)

Canda, E.R., & Furman, L.D. (2010). Spiritual diversity in social work
practice (2nd ed). Oxford University Press.
Canda, E. R., Furman, L. D., & Canda, H. (2020). Spiritual diversity in social
work practice: The heart of helping (3rd ed.). Oxford University Press.

2/25 (8%)
Total:
10/25 (40%)

Van Hook, M., Hugen, B., & Aguilar, M. (2001). Spirituality within
Religious Traditions in Social Work Practice. Brooks/Cole.

4/25 (16%)

Hodge, D. R. (2001). Spiritual assessment: A review of major qualitative
methods and a new framework for assessing spirituality. Social Work,
46(3), 203-214. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/46.3.203

3/27 (11%)

Carey, M., Fox, R., & Penney, J. (2002). The artful journal: A spiritual
quest. Watson Guptill Inc.

2/25 (8%)

Cnaan, R. A., Wineburg, R. J., & Boddie, S. C. (1999). The newer deal:
Social work and religion in partnership. Columbia University Press.

2/25 (8%)
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Cunningham, M. (2011). Integrating spirituality in clinical social work
practice: Walking the labyrinth. Pearson.

2/25 (8%)

Frame, M. W. (2002). Integrating religion and spirituality into counseling:
A comprehensive approach. Cengage Learning.

2/25 (8%)

Land, H. (2014). Spirituality, religion, and faith in psychotherapy:
Evidence-based expressive methods for mind, brain, and body. Oxford
University Press.

2/25 (8%)

Pargament, K. I. (2011). Spiritually integrated psychotherapy:
Understanding and addressing the sacred. The Guilford Press.

2/25 (8%)

Scales, T. L., & Kelly, M. S. (2016). Christianity and social work:
Readings on the Integration of Christian faith and social work practice (5th
ed.). North American Association of Christians in Social Work.

2/25 (8%)

Smith, H. (2009). The world’s religions (2nd ed.). HarperOne.

2/25 (8%)

Wiederkehr, M. (2010). Seven sacred pauses: Living mindfully through the
hours of the day. Sorin Books.

2/25 (8%)

Barker, S. L., & Floersch, J. E. (2010). Practitioners’ understandings of
spirituality: Implications for social work education. Journal of Social Work
Education, 46(3), 357-370. https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2010.200900033

2/27 (7%)

Hodge, D. R. (2005). Developing a spiritual assessment toolbox: A
discussion of the strengths and limitations of five different assessment
methods. Health and Social Work, 30(4), 314–323.
https://doi.org/10.1093/hsw/30.4.314

2/27 (7%)

Hodge, D. R., & Limb, G. E. (2010). Conducting spiritual assessments with
Native Americans: Enhancing cultural competency in social work practice
courses. Journal of Social Work Education, 46(2), 265-284.
https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2010.200800084

2/27 (7%)
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Oxhandler, H. K., & Pargament, K. I. (2014). Social work practitioners’
integration of clients’ religion and spirituality in practice: A literature
review. Social Work, 59(3), 271-279. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swu018

2/27 (7%)

Senreich, E. (2013). An inclusive definition of spirituality for social work
education and practice. Journal of Social Work Education, 49(4), 548-563.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2013.812460

2/27 (7%)

Assignments
Like the required readings, assignments varied widely across syllabi. However, in
reviewing this course dimension, eight categories of assignments were identified (see Table 2).
Over one third of assignments (35%) used to teach spirituality and religion involve personal
reflection or some kind of experiential activity. The most frequently used assignment requires
students to maintain a daily or weekly journal; 43% of courses (13 out of 30) include this. Thirty
percent of courses (9 out of 30) have students write a paper reflecting on their own spirituality:
This is the third most used assignment. Students are also asked to describe their sense of calling
to social work (6% of courses) and to evaluate their personal values (6%). Many assignments
require students to complete an experiential activity such as attending a religious or spiritual
event like a worship service, interviewing a leader/member of another faith tradition about their
beliefs, or interviewing a social worker/helping professional about spirituality in practice. The
percentages of courses that require these assignments are 23%, 16%, and 10%, respectively.
One fifth of assignments (20%) focus on either conducting spiritual assessments or
researching diverse religious groups. Half of all courses require students to conduct assessments
such as spiritual genograms or life maps—either on themselves (36% or 11 out of 30 courses) or
on a case scenario (10% or 3 out of 30 courses). The self-administered spiritual assessment is the
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second most used assignment after maintaining a journal. Another half of the courses have
students research the belief systems of diverse religious groups and report on them through
individual presentations (20% of courses), group presentations (20%), or papers (10%). Forty six
percent of courses (14 out of 30) require students to respond to class content or readings by
writing papers or discussion board posts. Twenty six percent of courses (8 out of 30) require
students to lead in-class activities such as discussion or class meditations, role play spiritual
assessments or intake sessions, or address ethical dilemmas or treatment planning through case
studies. Each of these three categories represents 5% of all assignments. Remaining assignments
are offered in the form of quizzes and exams (23% of courses), book report papers (20%), or
specific papers on spirituality integration (20%) or advocacy and social justice (6%).
Table 2: Assignments in BSW Elective Courses on Spirituality/Religion & their Frequency Used
Personal Reflection
Journal (Daily or Weekly)
Spiritual Self-Reflection Paper
Spiritual Autobiography
Calling to Social Work
Cultural Identity Development Paper
Personal/Professional Values Evaluation
Experiential Activities (Papers & Presentations)
Attend Religious/Spiritual Event
House of Worship Ethnography
Attend at 12 Step Meeting
Interview a Leader or Member of Another Faith
Interview a Leader or Person of Same Faith (Re: Criticisms)
Interview a Social Worker/Helping Professional
Lead/Coordinate a Service Day
Begin a Spiritual Practice (Ex: Meditation)
Conduct Spiritual Assessments: Genogram, Life Map, etc. (Papers)
Self-Administered
Case Scenario
Film-Based
Research Diverse Religious Groups & Belief Systems
Individual Presentations
Group Presentations
Analytical Papers

31
13
9
4
2
1
2
21
7
2
1
5
1
3
1
1
15
11
3
1
15
6
6
3
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Response to Class Content/Readings
Question/Analysis Papers
Reflection/Reaction/Response Papers
Discussion Board Posts
Student Led In-Class Activities
Discussions Based on Readings
Guiding Class Meditations or Spiritual Practice
Role Play
Spiritual Assessments (w/Classmate, Trained Actor, Friend/Family)
Therapy (CBT) or Intake Session (w/Classmate)
Case Studies (Papers & Presentations)
Ethical Dilemmas
Treatment Plan
Quizzes & Exams
Book Reports & Book Reflection Papers
Integrating Spirituality in Social Work Practice Paper
Advocacy & Social Justice Project/Paper
Other

98
14
3
4
7
8
5
3
8
6
2
8
6
2
7
6
6
2
6

Teaching Methods
Several different teaching methods were utilized across courses, though some were used
more than others. Ten unique methods were identified in syllabi either in a Teaching Methods
section or in the Course Schedule section listing in-class activities. The most frequently used
methods to teach spirituality and religion are class discussion and student presentations. Each
represents 17% of all teaching methods; 43% of courses (13 out of 30) utilize them. The second
most used method is guest speakers (10% of methods). One third of all courses (33% or 10 out of
30) utilize guest speakers. Lectures are next, representing 8% of methods. Likely, all courses
utilize some form of lectures; however, only 8 out of 30 (26%) mentioned lectures explicitly.
Twenty three percent of courses (7 out of 30) utilize experiential exercises such as spiritual
assessments or spiritual practices like meditation and case studies or decision cases. One fifth of
courses (20% or 6 out of 30) use small group activities and films or audio-visual aids to reinforce
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content. Lastly, 6% of courses (2 out of 30) utilize field trips to an Islamic Center or a Hindu
Temple, and 10% of courses (3 out of 30) mentioned using online resources.
Thematic Content Analysis
Syllabus course descriptions, course objectives/learning outcomes, and course schedules
with topics were reviewed using thematic content analysis. Coding was both deductive and
inductive as the researcher open coded within the three pre-existing categories. The goal was to
explore the nature of these syllabi components and to identify the themes running through them.
Course Descriptions, Objectives/Learning Outcomes, and Schedules with Topics
Syllabi components were analyzed separately and in the following order: course
descriptions, course objectives/learning outcomes, and schedules with topics. Each section of the
syllabi grew in size and complexity, building off of the previous section’s content. Course
descriptions were relatively brief, often varying from three to eight sentences each. In reviewing
the course descriptions, six major themes emerged. These same six themes emerged in analyzing
both course objectives and course schedules—with only a few notable differences. More details
and new topics were added, resulting in additional codes and subcodes. Course schedules were
by far the most detailed of the sections; these included multiple pages of content in many of the
syllabi. See Table 3 for the most frequently identified codes in this syllabus component.
Table 3: Most Frequently Identified Codes From Thematic Content Analysis of Course Schedules
With Topics in All Syllabi (N=30)
Code Name
Course Introduction
Diversity
Gender & Spirituality
Older Adults & Spirituality
Race-Ethnicity & Spirituality
African American
Hispanic, Latino

Number of
Syllabi
24
20
8
4
11
4
2

Number of
References
28
72
8
7
18
4
2
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Native American
Sexual Orientation & Spirituality
Spirituality in the U.S., Statistics
Empirical Research
Evidence-Based Practice
Ethics & Values
Worldviews
Eastern vs. Western
Generalist Intervention Model
Levels of Practice
Planned Change Process
Assessment
Ecomap
Genogram
Life Map
Spiritual History
Engagement
Intervention
Philosophy
Existentialism
Practitioner Spirituality
Faith Integration
Reflection & Self-Awareness
Self-Care
Compassion Fatigue
Vocation or Calling
Professional Practice
Cultural Competence
Spiritual Sensitivity
Ethical Practice
Decision-Making
Dilemmas, Cases
Ethical Issues
Boundaries, Relationships
Consultation & Referral
Informed Consent
Prayer
Value Conflict
Value Imposition
NASW Code of Ethics
Core Values
Global Perspective
Holistic Practice
Interdisciplinary
Spirituality & Social Work Profession

2
8
3
8
4
13
8
6
21
7
20
19
4
5
3
4
3
16
4
3
21
8
14
6
2
11
25
15
13
19
7
5
11
5
2
2
2
2
3
7
3
4
2
2
20

100
2
8
3
22
6
30
11
6
148
16
132
68
6
7
5
6
5
52
6
4
76
14
24
11
2
24
226
54
30
89
15
7
36
6
3
4
2
2
3
18
4
4
3
2
48
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History, Religious Roots
Strengths-Based Approach
Empowerment
Risk vs. Protective Factor
Setting, Workplace
Death & Dying, Hospice Care
Faith-Based Providers
Health, Health Care
Mental Health
Substance Abuse, 12 Step Programs
Social Justice
Bias Against Spirituality
International Advocacy
International Religious Rights
Declaration of Human Rights
Media
Politics
Civic Engagement
Social Work Education
Spirituality & Religion
Definitions, Importance
Faith Groups, Beliefs & Perspectives on Social Services
Atheism, Agnosticism
Buddhism & Confucianism
Christianity
Eastern Orthodoxy
Evangelical Christian
Mainline Protestantism
Roman Catholicism
Hinduism
Islam
Judaism
Mormonism
Native American Beliefs
New Age, Syncretism
Theoretical Models
Coping Theory
Person-in-Environment
Human Development
Spiritual Development
Fowler’s Stages
Spiritual Emergencies
Transpersonal Theory
Topics
Attributes or Actions

10
8
3
5
17
6
6
8
4
5
16
5
2
2
2
2
3
2
2
25
23
19
2
7
14
2
5
4
4
7
11
7
3
5
3
20
2
19
4
17
3
2
3
24
19

101
18
18
3
8
63
9
13
15
7
7
34
5
6
2
2
2
4
3
9
131
34
97
2
8
26
2
6
4
4
7
14
8
3
5
3
51
2
35
4
28
5
2
3
168
81
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Compassion
Empathy
Forgiveness
Gratitude
Growth
Resilience
Transformation
Wisdom, Discernment
Concepts
Community
Ritual & Ceremony
Life Circumstances
Grief & Loss
Search for Meaning
Suffering
Trauma
Spiritual Practices
Contemplation
Guided Imagery
Labyrinth (Walk)
Meditation
Mindfulness
Nature, Beauty
Prayer
Service

10
4
8
4
7
3
5
3
8
2
3
7
2
2
2
4
17
3
2
2
8
6
2
3
7

102
14
5
9
4
12
4
7
3
12
3
3
16
2
3
4
4
56
5
3
5
9
8
2
4
14

Note. The Number of References for each primary code is an aggregate number, including the
number of sub codes references below it.
Themes
Six primary themes ran across the course descriptions, objectives, and schedules of the 30
syllabi. Listed in their order of prevalence, these themes were as follows: Professional Practice
(in 80% of syllabi), Diversity and Social Justice (in 76%), Practitioner Spirituality (70%),
Generalist Intervention Model (68%), Religion and Spirituality (55%), and Person-inEnvironment (50%). See Table 4 for a listing of themes and their descriptions.
Theme 1: Professional Practice. The theme that appeared most frequently across all
syllabi was Professional Practice. This theme was referenced 372 times, appearing in 24 out of
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30 syllabi, and it included several important subthemes such as ethical practice (referenced 134
times), cultural competence (101 times), the relationship between spirituality and social work (82
times), the strengths-based approach (27 times), interdisciplinary work (6 times), and a global
perspective (5 times). Courses reviewed ethical issues such as professional boundaries, informed
consent, and consultation/referrals, and they discussed ethical decision-making and specific
ethical dilemmas, using the NASW Code of Ethics and its core values as guide. Courses focused
on teaching cultural competence or humility generally and spiritual competence or sensitivity
specifically. They also reviewed the relationship between social work and spirituality, including
the religious roots of the social work profession. Spirituality and religion were taught from a
strengths-based approach, emphasized as a potential resource for client empowerment and an
important protective factor for clients in coping with difficult life circumstances.
Theme 2: Diversity and Social Justice. The second most frequently appearing theme
was Diversity and Social Justice, which was referenced 173 times, appearing in 23 out of 30
syllabi. The Diversity half of this theme involved recognizing spirituality as a factor of client
diversity generally and acknowledging the relationship between spirituality and other factors of
diversity specifically, including race and ethnicity (appearing 23 times), gender (10 times),
sexual orientation (9 times), age (8 times), and socioeconomic status (5 times). When spirituality
and race/ethnicity were mentioned, African American, Hispanic, and Native American groups
were highlighted. Important subthemes under Social Justice involved politics and civic
engagement (referenced 6 times), international advocacy (6 times), and bias (5 times). Courses
emphasized societal prejudice/stereotypes against spirituality and religion and the domestic and
international advocacy efforts needed to address this bias—for example, using the UN Universal
Declaration of Human Rights in promoting international religious rights.
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Theme 3: Practitioner Spirituality. Over two thirds of syllabi (21 out of 30) were coded
for Practitioner Spirituality; this theme was referenced 158 times. The same subthemes emerged
in analyzing descriptions, objectives, and schedules: reflection and self-awareness (appearing 76
times), vocation or calling (30 times), faith integration (25 times), and self-care (18 times).
Courses emphasized the importance of practitioner self-awareness and reflecting on their own
spirituality and the impact it may have on their practice. The concepts of vocation and calling
were explored, and students were encouraged to reflect on their own motives for pursuing social
work. Models for integrating personal and professional beliefs were presented, and practitioner
faith integration was discussed. The Christian faith was especially emphasized as Christian and
professional worldviews were compared. Lastly, courses taught spirituality and religion as
effective self-care—strategies practitioners may use to cope with stress and compassion fatigue.
Theme 4: Generalist Intervention Model. The majority of syllabi (20 out of 30)
included the Generalist Intervention Model theme, which appeared 267 times across the syllabi.
In course descriptions and objectives, this theme included the subtheme of knowledge, values,
and skills (referenced 8 times)—EPAS language referring to the required training for generalist
practice. These courses focused on the knowledge, values, and skills related to spirituality and
generalist practice. In all three syllabus components, levels of practice and the planned change
process emerged as subthemes, appearing 28 times and 229 times, respectively. Courses taught
how spirituality and religion could be integrated into all three levels of generalist practice (micro,
mezzo, and macro), giving examples of clinical work, family systems and groups, and
organizations and advocacy. Courses also emphasized how spirituality and religion could be
incorporated into the planned change process of engagement, assessment, intervention, and
evaluation. Assessment (referenced 107 times) and intervention (88 times) subthemes were
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especially prominent. Courses reviewed specific assessment tools such as spiritual genograms,
ecomaps, and spiritual histories that could be used in assessing client spirituality.
Theme 5: Religion and Spirituality. Unsurprisingly, the theme of Religion and
Spirituality appeared in many syllabi (16 out of 30). This theme was referenced 167 times, and it
included the subthemes of definitions/importance (appearing 51 times) and survey of faith
groups (116 times). Courses defined key terms, distinguishing between concepts such as
spirituality, religion, and faith, and they emphasized the significance of spirituality and religion
in client lives and social work practice. Courses also reviewed various faith groups, their distinct
belief systems, and their perspectives on receiving assistance from helping professions like social
work. Of these groups, Christianity was by far the most emphasized (referenced 26 times),
including Evangelicals (6 times), Mainline Protestants (4 times), Roman Catholics (4 times), and
Eastern Orthodox (2 times). After Christianity were Islam (appearing 14 times), Buddhism and
Judaism (each appearing 8 times), Hinduism (7 times), Native American Belief Systems (5
times), and Mormonism and New Age-Syncretistic (each appearing 3 times).
Theme 6: Person-in-Environment. Half of syllabi (15 out of 30) were coded for Personin-Environment, which was referenced 76 times. This theme involved spirituality and religion in
the bio-psycho-social development of clients or the impact of spirituality and religion on micro,
mezzo, or macro environments. The human development subtheme appeared 32 times, and the
levels of impact subtheme appeared 10 times. Courses taught how spirituality and religion were
involved in psychosocial development and the role that they play in shaping client experiences,
referencing spiritual development specifically. Courses also reviewed James Fowler’s Stages of
Faith Development (referenced 5 times) and the concept of spiritual emergencies (2 times).
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Table 4: Themes that Emerged Across the Categories of Course Descriptions, Objectives, &
Schedules & their Prevalence in Syllabi
Description & Subthemes

Prevalence in Syllabi

Theme 1:
Professional
Practice

Cultural Competence & Spiritual
Sensitivity; Ethical Practice (Ethical Issues
& Decision-Making); Relationship between
Spirituality & Social Work (Religious
Roots); Strengths-Based Approach; Global
Perspective; Interdisciplinary Work

80% of Syllabi

Theme 2:
Diversity & Social
Justice

Recognizing Spirituality as a Factor of
Client Diversity; Relationship between
Spirituality & Gender, Age, Race/Ethnicity,
Sexual Orientation, & Class; Domestic &
International Advocacy for Oppressed
Religious Groups

76% of Syllabi

Theme 3:
Practitioner
Spirituality

Practitioner Faith Integration; Reflection &
Self-Awareness; Self-Care; Practitioner
Sense of Vocation or Calling

70% of Syllabi

Theme 4:
Generalist
Intervention
Model

Methods of Incorporating Spirituality in
Micro, Mezzo, & Macro Practice;
Spiritually Sensitive Engagement,
Assessment, & Interventions

66% of Syllabi

Theme 5:
Religion &
Spirituality

Definitions & Importance of Religion &
Spirituality; Survey of Various Faith
Groups (Religious Beliefs & Perspectives
on Social Services)

53% of Syllabi

Theme 6: Personin-Environment

Human & Spiritual Development; Impact of 50% of Syllabi
Spirituality on Individuals, Family Systems,
Communities, & Organizations
(15 out of 30)

(24 out of 30)

(23 out of 30)

(21 out of 30)

(20 out of 30)

(16 out of 30)
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Discussion
This study addresses the research question “What are we teaching in BSW elective
courses on spirituality and social work?” It examines BSW-level spirituality integration by: (a)
exploring how many CSWE-accredited or in-candidacy BSW programs in the U.S. offer an
elective course on spirituality and religion and (b) conducting a qualitative content analysis on
syllabi from these courses in order to determine best practices in pedagogy. The CSWE
Directory of Accredited Programs was used to establish the sampling frame. Out of the 547
programs listed in the directory, 58 programs were identified as offering 59 courses that met the
inclusion criteria. Through the data collection process, the final sampling frame was narrowed to
44 courses. In the end, N=30 syllabi were collected, resulting in a response rate of 68%. Two
types of analysis were conducted on these 30 syllabi: (a) a frequency and percentage analysis on
required readings, assignments, and teaching methods and (b) a thematic content analysis on
course descriptions, course objectives, and course schedules with topics.
Many different textbooks and journal articles were used as required readings though
article content focused on spiritual assessment, assignments emphasized personal reflection or
experiential activities such as attending religious events or interviewing spiritual leaders, and the
teaching methods most often utilized were class discussion and student presentations. Similarly,
six primary themes ran across the course descriptions, objectives, and schedules of the syllabi.
Listed in their order of prevalence these themes were: Professional Practice (in 80% of syllabi),
Diversity and Social Justice (in 76%), Practitioner Spirituality (70%), Generalist Intervention
Model (68%), Religion and Spirituality (55%), and Person-in-Environment (50%).
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BSW-Level Spirituality Integration
Prior to this study, research had focused on MSW-level spirituality integration—how
many MSW programs offered elective courses on spirituality and religion and how those courses
were being taught. This study addresses the gap in BSW-level research, offering an important
comparison to these MSW-level findings. For example, the degree of BSW-level integration
appears to be much less than the degree of MSW-level integration. This study found that just 8%
of BSW programs (43 out of 531), offer an elective course on spirituality and religion while
Moffatt and Oxhandler (2018) found that 30% of MSW programs (78 out of 257) offer such a
course. However, BSW and MSW-level required readings, assignments, and teaching methods
appear to be similar. Both levels utilize a variety of resources for required readings. This study
found that 64 unique textbooks and 155 unique journal articles were required at the BSW level—
compared to the 88 textbooks and 68 articles required at the MSW level (Moffat & Oxhandler,
2018). At both levels, the most frequently used textbook is Spiritual Diversity in Social Work
Practice: The Heart of Helping by Canda and Furman (2010). Likewise, both BSW and MSWlevel courses ask students to engage in experiential activities and personal reflection is especially
emphasized. This study found that 73% of BSW-level courses require students to maintain a
journal or write a paper reflecting on their own spirituality. These rates are similar to MSW-level
courses, 55% of which require the same tasks (Moffat & Oxhandler, 2018).
Themes in Teaching Spirituality and Religion Content
Several recent studies have used content analysis of syllabi to better understand aspects
of social work curriculum, including qualitative research, social justice, and group work. This
study adds to this body of knowledge, analyzing curriculum on spirituality and religion. The
most prominent theme identified, Professional Practice (Theme 1), aligns well with the NASW

INTEGRATING SPIRITUALITY CONTENT INTO BSW CURRICULUM

109

Code of Ethics (2017) and Standards of Cultural Competence (2015), as it emphasizes ethical
practice and cultural competence/spiritual sensitivity. Similarly, Diversity and Social Justice
(Theme 2) and Practitioner Spirituality (Theme 3) are supported by the CSWE EPAS (2015),
since they frame client spirituality and religion as factors of human diversity. Theme 2
recognizes the relationship between spirituality and gender, age, race/ethnicity, sexual
orientation, and class, and Theme 3 involves reflection and self-awareness—all of which is
included in EPAS Competency 2, Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice (CSWE, 2015).
Religion and Spirituality (Theme 5) is foundational, defining important concepts and surveying
the beliefs and perspectives of various faith groups. Generalist Intervention Model (Theme 4)
and Person-in-Environment (Theme 6) are grounded more in the theoretical frameworks of the
profession. However, given the holistic approach of social work (Crisp, 2011), it is surprising
that Person-in-Environment is the least prominent theme. Person-in-Environment is also
supported by the CSWE EPAS, and it could be emphasized more, especially because of its
importance in understanding the spirituality-social work relationship (Cole, 2020).
Implications
For programs just beginning the process of spirituality integration, these study results
could serve as a guide for infusing spirituality and religion content across core courses. For
example, in Human Behavior and the Social Environment (HBSE) courses, class discussions
could be used to discuss spiritual development, and members of diverse faith traditions could be
invited to present as guest speakers. Students could be required to attend a spiritual or religious
event, to interview a leader from a different faith tradition than their own, or to research and give
a presentation on a specific religious group’s belief systems. In a micro-level practice course,
students could be required to read articles about integrating practitioner spirituality into practice
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and using spiritual assessments with clients. Daily or weekly journals and spiritual
autobiography or personal/professional values papers could be assigned, encouraging students to
practice self-reflection, and students could practice using assessment tools such as spiritual
genograms or life maps, assessing themselves or one another.
For programs whose core courses already integrate spirituality, these study results could
provide a blueprint for developing an elective course on spirituality and religion. Educators could
use the six primary themes to develop units within a course, creating lectures/presentations
around their content and requiring the corresponding readings and assignments for each unit. For
example, Unit One in an elective course could address Professional Practice, including the
relationship between spirituality and social work, cultural competence, and ethical issues and
decision-making. Students could be required to read the NASW Code of Ethics and Standards
and Indicators of Cultural Competence, and they could be asked to write a paper in which they
evaluate their personal and professional values, searching for areas of alignment and tension.
Strengths and Limitations
The major strength of this study is that it is the first of its kind, addressing the need for
more research on BSW-level spirituality integration. To the researcher’s knowledge, no other
study has explored the number of BSW elective courses on spirituality and religion across the
U.S. Further, while support for spirituality integration is clear, only a few specific teaching
strategies have been discussed in the literature. These study results provide a guide for teaching
spirituality and religion either by infusing it into core courses or by developing an elective course
dedicated to it. However, there were at least three limitations to the study. First, as Mehrotra et
al. (2017) note, syllabi characterize only one dimension of what happens in a course, and there
may be moderate to substantial differences between what is written in the syllabi and what (or
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how) content is actually delivered. This limitation was unavoidable, and content analysis of
syllabi was still deemed the most appropriate method for addressing the research question.
Second, this study did not investigate social work courses where spirituality and religion content
were infused. This would have been outside the scope of the study as it focused on stand-alone
elective courses only. Third, the inductive analytic strategy of content analysis cannot be
completed without being influenced in part by the researcher (Hong & Hodge, 2009). This
limitation was addressed through the use of partner coding.
Future Research
Additional research is needed to learn more about BSW-level spirituality integration.
Future studies could explore the spirituality integration infused in core courses such as HBSE,
practice, research, and policy. Quantitative surveys could be distributed to social work faculty to
learn what (and how) content is being taught, and qualitative interviews could be conducted with
social work students to find out their experiences and how they learn this content best. Similarly,
future studies could examine BSW elective courses on spirituality more in depth through
distributing quantitative surveys to faculty or conducting qualitative interviews with students to
learn more about what (and how) content is taught. Lastly, the impact of these elective courses
could be explored, expanding on previous research that has demonstrated positive results.
Conclusion
Spirituality and religion play an important role in the lives of many Americans. In clinical
social work practice today, clients are expressing a preference for their spirituality to be included
in their treatment, and spirituality and religion have been shown to promote better mental health
outcomes for clients. Many social work practitioners identify as either spiritual or religious, and
they support integrating client spirituality into practice—yet they report not doing so due to a
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lack of training. Social work students must be trained on matters of spirituality and religion in
order to ethically and competently address this vital aspect of client identity and well-being. This
study serves as a resource for BSW programs seeking to integrate this essential content.
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Abstract
Today the NASW and the CSWE both recognize spirituality and religion as factors of client
diversity, supporting spirituality integration in social work practice and education. However,
spirituality and religion are topics that are often difficult to address in the classroom due to the
complexity of the spirituality-social work relationship, including how it has changed over time.
The purpose of this presentation is to provide a teaching strategy for integrating spirituality and
religion content across BSW core courses. To this end, a conceptual framework, based on the
Ecological Model and its person-in-environment concept, is presented along with a method for
how it can be implemented by social work educators. Workshop participants should leave with
an understanding of the importance of spirituality integration in social work curriculum as well
as clear action steps they can take to practice this integration in their own programs.
Keywords: spirituality, social work education, BSW curriculum, person-in-environment
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Peer-Reviewed Conference Presentation:
Spirituality Integration in BSW Curriculum – How (and Why) We Pursue It
This presentation was accepted as a conference workshop at the March 2020 Association
of Baccalaureate Social Work Program Directors (BPD) Annual Conference, a national, peerreviewed conference for social work educators and administrators; however, due to the COVID19 pandemic, this conference was canceled entirely. The presentation was then accepted as a
workshop at the April 2021 BPD Annual Conference, which was held online. The author gave
this presentation remotely the week of the conference, April 7-10.
Ultimately, the aim of this presentation is to share the conceptual framework developed
by the author with social work educators and administrators, providing them with a strategy for
teaching spirituality and religion content across Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) core courses.
The framework is based on the Ecological Model and uses the concept of person-in-environment
as a lens for viewing and understanding the relationship between spirituality and social work.
This lens provides clarity, especially for the major movements the profession has taken away
from or toward spirituality and religion over time. Additional talking points in the presentation
include: the historical and modern-day relationship between spirituality, social work, and social
work education; arguments for and against spirituality integration; the degree of current
spirituality integration in BSW and Master of Social Work (MSW) programs across the U.S.; the
two main models of integration (infusion in core courses and stand-alone elective courses),
including their strengths and weaknesses; and existing empirical research on the impact of
spiritual integration in social work curriculum, such as student responses and benefits.
Workshop participants should leave with an understanding of the spirituality-social work
relationship, including the historic split with spirituality and religion at the turn of the 20th
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century and modern-day support for spirituality integration. Participants should also recognize
spirituality integration as part of the ethical, culturally competent practice mandated by the
National Association of Social Work (NASW) and the Council on Social Work Education
(CSWE). Social work educators should be able to evaluate the integration of spirituality and
religion content in their own BSW programs based on the models and best practices discussed.
Most significantly, educators will leave with a strategy for integrating this important content,
using the conceptual framework presented. With the figure and specific teaching methods shared,
they will be equipped to implement the framework within their own BSW courses.
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